


All the Drama 


“BUT you said we can go make cookies!” Josie was trying to 
be patient, Henry Calder knew, but it had been a long day 
for him too. He swung his four-year old niece up into his 
arms, threw his gym bag over his other shoulder, and shut 
the door to his brand new hybrid with his knee. 


“I know, Bunny,” Hank said, trying hard to keep his 
voice from ratcheting toward irritation as he wove around 
the cars in the parking lot. “But if your Uncle Hank doesn’t 
get his workout in, he gets cranky!” He made his voice low 
and growly, and since she was in his arms anyway, he blew 
a bubble through her puffy pink jacket, just to make her 
laugh. It worked, and he held her close and kissed her 
blonde head. He’d done his best at a braid today, and he 
thought he was getting better. 


“I promise, Bunny. If you can let Uncle Hank get ina 
little bitty workout, we’ll go home, and make some cookies 
and we can eat some mac ’n’ cheese while they’re baking. 
How’s that?” 


Josie nodded adamantly. “Good. ’Cause Mommy’s not 
going to come back unless we make Christmas perfect.” 


Hank smiled and nodded, and tried not to clutch his 
stomach and bury his face in her shoulder and cry. The 
odds of his sister coming home for Christmas—or any day, 
for that matter—weren’t great. 


“We’re doing okay, aren’t we?” he asked as he wrestled 
the gym bag and Josie and the door, coming in from the 


Sacramento cold into Cal-Fit, his happy place. “We 
managed Halloween and Thanksgiving okay, right?” 


Josie wrinkled her nose. “That princess dress was too 
big!” she told him, and he nodded. It was true, the costume 
would fit her again next year. Well, sue him. His sister had 
left her daughter with him the week before Halloween. 
He’d managed a princess dress, candy for the door, and a 
friend to give the candy out while Hank took his niece trick- 
or-treating throughout his neighborhood. The fact that the 
only dress he could find at the Halloween store had been 
two sizes too big was extraneous. He’d come through. 


“I know it was,” he said, taking it on the chin. “Next 
year we'll do better.” 


“Next year Mommy will take me.” 


Hank held out his pass for the nice lady at Cal-Fit, who 
scanned his card and smiled warmly at Josie. Cindy had 
curly blonde-gray hair pulled back in a pony-tail and faded 
blue eyes. Hank felt bad—she was the closest thing to a 
woman in Josie’s life at the moment, and Josie lit up 
whenever she saw her. 


“Hey Josie,” Cindy said, her voice sweet and 
grandmotherly. “You gonna go visit Justin today?” 


“T like Justin,” Josie proclaimed, and Hank nodded. Of 
course she did. The guy drove Hank banana shit, but no, 
Josie liked Justin. 


“That’s good, Bunny,” he said, and took the name tags 
from Cindy before giving her an absent smile and turning 
down the hallway to the daycare area. 


“Do you like Justin?” she asked, and he smiled. For her, 
he’d love Justin, marry him, take the guy into his house and 
give him foot rubs. 


“Yeah, of course I do!” 


He hated that guy. 


Of all the flame-outs Hank had ever seen, in college 
and after, Justin was by far the most dramatic, over-the-top 
boy-princess in the entire northern half of the state. Oh 
God. Even as they got near the playroom enclosure, Hank 
could hear him squeal. And of course, the kids loved him. 


“Oh my God! Do you guys think... did I hear... is Santa 
going to be coming to Cal-Fit? Did you know that? Santa is 
coming to Cal-Fit! Are you all going to be here?” 


“Yes!” The cheer was deafening, and Hank actually 
looked at the door before he opened it and saw that there 
was going to be an event on Saturday. Oh wonderful. Santa. 


“Santa?” Josie said, her voice all excited, and Hank 
started doing his mental schedule all over again. 


“Of course,” he said. “Santa.” Oh God. Please God. Just 
let him get to the treadmill. Twenty minutes on the 
treadmill so he could clear his head. Twenty minutes on the 
free weights, and a five-minute shower, and he could do 
this. Just please please please please please let him have 
his happy time before he figured out how to fit Santa into 
redoing Josie’s room and dealing with the child welfare 
services who were going to visit on Monday and who 
insisted that he show that she would have her own space 
and— 


“Justin!” Josie squealed as he opened the door, and 
Hank looked up to see the cherry on his headache smiling 
so wide, Hank was surprised the top of his head didn’t fall 
off. 


Justin was young—in his second, maybe third year of 
college, with widely spaced blue eyes, surrounded by a 
fringe of dark lashes. He had one of those Irish fair 
complexions, the kind that showed color easily: straight 
black hair, a heart shaped face, and a nose that tip-tilted on 


the end. The first time Hank had ever seen him, Hank had 
thought he was one of the prettiest young men on the 
planet Earth, ever. And then Justin had opened his mouth. 


“Josie!” Justin trilled, opening his arms and doing a 
little dance. Josie squealed, trying to get to Justin as he 
held court at the end of the coloring table. He’d apparently 
been inspiring all of the young artists to put glue and green 
sparkles on their Christmas tree masterpieces. 


“Justin!” Josie squealed, throwing herself at him after 
wiggling out of Hank’s arms and almost getting her tiny 
bunny butt dumped onto the floor of the gym’s daycare 
room. 


“Omigah, Bunny, you will never guess what I just told 
everybody!” 


“Santa!” Josie squeaked. “You said it was going to be 
Santa! Uncle Hank said we could come, isn’t that right 
Uncle Hank?” 


Oh God. Commitment time. Hank wondered 
desperately who he could call to be at his house while the 
movers delivered Josie’s little white twin bed, so she 
wouldn’t be lost in the big queen-size that took over what 
used to be his guest bedroom. But Justin was pouting at 
him like he was being a big meanie and Josie was glaring at 
him like he was depriving her of this one and only 
childhood experience because he was determined to suck 
at this whole parenting gig, and, oh, hells, even Hank 
remembered that Santa was important. 


“TIl try, Bunny,” he said quietly. “Is that good enough?” 


“Mommy would make sure I got to see Santa,” she said 
spitefully, and Hank nodded. Yup, that was the truth. 
Amanda would have taken Josie to see Santa for the photo 
op. Amanda would have shown a picture of Josie sitting on 
Santa’s lap while wearing a red velveteen dress she hadn’t 


been able to afford, and then shown all of her friends just to 
listen to them coo, and then she would have told Josie to go 
away, couldn’t Josie see that Mommy was talking to her 
friends? And then she would have dropped Josie at a 
friend’s house while she, Amanda, went out to party 
because why was a girl her age at home with a child 
anyway? Didn’t she deserve to party? Hadn’t she earned 
that right? She’d had the kid’s picture taken with Santa, 
after all. 


“Yeah, Bunny,” Hank said, needing the freedom of the 
treadmill like he needed nothing else in the world. “Your 
mommy would have made sure you got to see Santa.” 


He wasn’t sure what was in his voice when he said it, 
but Justin flinched back, and Josie stuck her tongue out at 
Hank, and Hank signed his name on the roster. “I’m going 
to have my earbuds in,” he muttered, because this was 
something they had to know. “If you need me, you need to 
come get me.” 


And with that he fled the gym childcare, leaving Justin, 
who was probably going to cry about what a big meanie 
Hank was to tell Josie that he was a big loser and that any 
uncle who couldn’t sprinkle glitter on Christmas trees was 
obviously not going to be a good bet as a parent. 


Yeah, well, until the better mommies and uncles lined 
up to take her, Hank was all she got. 


HE CHANGED quickly and queued some Linkin Park up on his 
iPod, putting it in the handy little case that wrapped around 
his bicep. He’d always been an active kid, and since 
becoming an adult he'd learned when you worked your 
body a lot, it tended to protest when that sort of activity 
stopped. He’d also always liked this gym—it was designed 


specifically for families—and he liked it even more now that 
he had a family to bring here. 


But at the moment, with Linkin Park queued up, he 
wasn’t thinking about the daycare, or the nice supportive 
vibe or the kindness of the staff. He was thinking about 
nothing more than warming up and pushing his body to the 
point where all the stiffness got worked out, and then 
cooling down responsibly—and getting it all done before 
daycare closed. He didn’t want to impose. 


Oh, gods! It felt so good! There was no worrying about 
keeping custody of Josie, no worrying if Amanda was going 
to come back and completely disrupt Josie’s life, no 
worrying if his job was too many hours or if he was doing 
enough as a parent, no stressing about Christmas and 
getting all the little details down. There was no 
disappointment in his sister or irritation at their mother or 
loneliness at doing all of this alone or— 


The hand tapping his shoulder startled him so much he 
missed a step, which sucked because he was going fast 
enough for the treadmill to throw him hard against the 
console and slam his shoulder with enough force to bruise. 
The rebound threw him backward and he was seizing hold 
of the handrails so he could stabilize and press the stop 
button when a long-fingered hand darted in front of him 
and pushed the stop button for him. Hank grabbed hold of 
the handrails and steadied himself, panting and furious, 
and turned around ready to unload his temper and his pain 
and found himself face to face with the one person he 
hadn’t been running from. 


“Justin?” he asked, his temper skating the fine edge, 
and Justin grimaced. 


“I’m sorry, Mr. Calder—I really am. But Josie has to go 
potty, and company policy says that her guardian has to 


take her. We’re not allowed to.” 
Oh. “Oh.” God, he felt dumb. “Of course.” 


Suddenly Justin—who had shown some clear- 
headedness turning off the treadmill—started shaking his 
hands and trilling, and Henry was not in the mood. 


“Ohmigah omigah omigah! Mr Calder—you’re 
bleeding!” 


Hank looked down at his aching arm and saw that 
Justin was right. “Fuck,” he said succinctly. “Fuck. Just... 
hell. Okay. Let me get Josie to the bathroom. I’ll get some 
Band-Aids or—” 


“Don’t worry about it,” Justin assured him, flapping his 
wrist airily. Hank had picked the treadmill closest to the 
wall, and Justin grabbed a disinfectant bottle, paper towel, 
and poly gloves from the little alcove made just for that 
purpose. As he spoke, he put on the gloves and wiped the 
console that had taken a chunk of Hank’s skin. “I’ve got the 
supplies, you just get your little princess to the potty before 
we have Jots of things to clean up, okay?” 


Hank grunted, sort of impressed by Justin's 
competence and the triceps flexing as he worked, and 
Justin turned to him, furrowing his brow. “Okay?” 


Deep breath. The kid was doing his job. It wasn’t his 
fault Hank hadn’t been laid in a year and a half. “Okay,” 
Hank said mildly. “Proceed.” 


Justin smiled, like he’d won something, and Hank 
followed him down past the weight machines to the daycare 
room again. There was a tiny little bathroom adjoining the 
playroom, and Hank walked Josie over to it as fast as he 
could. 


“Wait outside!” Josie ordered, and Hank nodded. 


“Right.” 


He stood outside and listened to her tinkle, and Justin 
approached him. His hands were already encased in the 
poly gloves, and he had a first aid kit open on the tiny kid- 
size table. 


“This really isn’t nece—” 


“Oh, of course it is,” Justin said, a playful inflection in 
his voice. “Besides! We’re trained to do this and everything. 
I’ve been dying for someone to bleed on my watch, just so I 
could doctor them up and prove I can! How else am I going 
to get my merit badge?” 


Hank allowed a brief laugh to escape. “I have no idea,” 
he said, and then, calling behind him into the bathroom, 
“Josie, angel, how you doing in there?” 


“I have to go number two!” she called back, and Hank 
looked at the clock and sighed. So much for his workout or 
his cool down or working out any of the anxiety that had 
built up in his muscles over the— 


“Ouch!” he cried, pulled out of that death spiral of 
frustration by the sudden sting at his arm. 


“Sorry!” Justin apologized brightly. He was dabbing at 
the cut on Hank’s arm with a cotton ball and some 
hydrogen peroxide, a look of concentration on his face. 


Hank grunted. He didn’t want to be a baby. 


“So,” Justin said, setting the cotton ball down on the 
absurdly small table next to them, alongside the rest of the 
first aid kit, “why don’t you want to take her to see Santa?” 
He picked up another cotton ball then and smeared some 
antibiotic ointment on it, and his attention on those things 
were what let Hank answer. 


“I’m dying for her to see Santa,” he said, more 
sincerely than he thought possible. “But the social worker 
is coming on Monday to give me full custody, and her bed is 
coming on Saturday. I want it to look like her room, so it’s 
perfect.” Justin smeared the ointment delicately on his arm, 
and Hank sighed. “She needs permanent. And that’s—” 


“Ohmigah! That’s way more important than Santa!” 
Justin said, and Hank turned to him, surprised. 
“I know but—” 


“I can totally see why you’d want to do that more! Why 
can’t you just tell her that? She’s a smart girl, I’m sure 
she’d understand.” 


“Uncle Hank!” Josie called imperiously. “Are you still 
there?” 

“Right here, Bunny!” 

“Mommy likes to sing when I’m in the potty so I don’t 
get scared.” 


Hank met gazes with Justin, who grimaced a bit, and 
then Hank launched into something Hank and Amanda’s 
mother had played almost constantly when they’d been 
kids. 


“I’m on top of the world looking down on creation—” 
And then Josie’s voice interrupted in command. 


“Christmas music, Uncle Hank!” 


Hank closed his eyes. “Deck the halls with boughs of 
holly—” 

“Tra la la la la,” Justin chimed in, smiling encouragingly. 
Hank smiled back, grateful for the moral support, and they 
continued. 


“Ta la, la la.” 


Justin bandaged his arm as they kept singing. They 
made it through the entire song by the time she was ready 
to go—after needing some help with the cleanup, of course. 
Hank figured that there was nothing more guaranteed to 
let you know where you stood in the order of the world 
than a four year old bending over the potty waiting for you 
to wipe her behind. 


When he was done, he left her in the gym childcare 
office for a moment to run and get his stuff from his locker. 
It was close to seven o’clock, and the locker room was 
completely empty, which was a good thing. Hank was in the 
process of pulling a spare pair of sweats over his workout 
shorts when Justin stuck his head in. 


“Who’s with Josie?” Hank asked. When he’d left, Justin 
had been the only adult in the room and— 


“Don’t panic, cowboy!” Justin said, rolling his eyes and 
waving his hand. “Jackie’s in there—you know, my 
supervisor? I had something to ask you!” His wrist never 
stiffened up, did it? But Hank remembered those long, 
artistic hands working steadily on the cut on his arm and 
figured that Justin was good at pulling in the swish when he 
needed to. 


“Tm sorry,” Hank muttered, struggling with getting his 
pants over his shoe. “I didn’t mean to—” 


“Don’t worry about it.” Justin rolled his eyes again. “I 
get that you don’t like me, but I’ve got a plan.” 


“For what?” Hank asked, giving up on the shoe. He sat 
down, toed the shoe off and yanked it through the elastic 
opening of the sweats while Justin finished speaking. 


“If you like,” Justin said helpfully, “I can come get Josie 
on Saturday and bring her in with me. I just cleared it with 
Jackie and...” 


Hank took a deep breath, not wanting to be indebted 
to him anymore, especially because that thing, that drama 
thing, was still there, grating against Hank’s teeth. Justin 
must have seen his refusal because he just kept talking 
faster like that was going to get him his way. 


“and don’t say no because you’re worried about her, 
because I’m totally certified in everything, and I’m getting 
a liberal studies degree and units in child development so I 
can do CPR and teach her the alphabet and—” 


It was time to inject some sanity. 


“Why?” Hank asked bluntly. “It’s nice of you. It really 
is, but why?” 


Justin shrugged and smiled, looking embarrassed and 
eager and everything. “Well, because I like kids, Silly! If I 
didn’t like kids, I’d be studying something that made me 
more money, like banking, right?” 


“I like kids!” Hank heard his voice pitch up 
embarrassingly. God. He should turn in his employee card 
as Loan Officer at Wells Fargo for that voice crack. 


“I know, I know,” Justin placated, holding his hands 
out. “But, you know, you have to be the responsible parent, 
and I get that and it’s really great! But I can be the fun 
Uncle Justin, and she can see Santa! Please?” 


Hank let out a sigh. He was the fun Uncle Justin right 
now. At the moment, he was Hank’s best ally. 


“Yeah,” Hank told him, getting his clothes situated. He 
stood up so he could get to the inside of his gym bag. 
“Here. lll get you my address—” 


“Oh, I can get that from the computer or find it on my 
phone...” 


Hank felt his eyes bulge out, and Justin backtracked at 
warp speed. 


“and that would be totally illegal so of course I 
wouldn’t do that, so go ahead and write that down for me, 
*kay?” 


“Thank you,” Hank said belatedly as he was writing 
down his info. Justin had his phone out and was punching 
the numbers into it briskly, and Hank envied him. He was 
pretty sure he didn’t have many friends at the moment 
because of his antiquated texting skills, and he kept losing 
people’s numbers. “She... we really appreciate this.” 


Justin grinned so widely his eyes almost squinched 
shut. “I’m happy to help.” 


There was a moment, then, an awkward one, and Hank 
felt compelled to be truthful. 


, 


“I don’t ‘don’t like you’,” he said, putting his pea coat 
on over his workout clothes. His skin was still clammy from 
the sweat he’d built up and not been allowed to wash off. 


Justin had moved closer to get his address, and when 
Hank turned around from his locker, he saw that Justin was 
right in front of him, looking up at Hank’s six-foot-three- 
inch height from his own much shorter build. His eyes were 
open and blue, and Hank could see the places in his hair 
where his gel was starting to break down. Justin had 
apparently put in a long day too. 


“Sure you do,” Justin said. “You think I’m a big ol’ 
flaming ’mo, and you’re way too butch to have anything to 
do with me, and you don’t think I should be hanging out 
with your niece and generally you wish my entire people 
would fall off the face of the earth.” He did the rolling eyes, 
twitching hips, and limp-wristed thing all in conjunction, 
and, Hank had to admit, it was one hell of a show. 


He hated to put a stop to it. 


“I’m gay, moron.” He swung his duffel bag over his 
shoulder and paused for a moment to admire Justin’s sweet 
little heart shaped face, open jaw, bulging eyes and all. 
God, he was pretty. It was a shame about that whole other 
problem. 


“Wait a minute!” Justin said, reaching up to grab 
Hank’s arm and stop him. He must have remembered at the 
last moment that Hank had actually hurt himself, because 
his grip on Hank’s shoulder was surprisingly gentle. 


Hank turned around with a long-suffering sigh. 


“What?” he asked. The one thing that had been getting 
him through this day had been his workout. That had been 
cut short, and he apparently had a commitment with this... 
person in his future, and he was hanging onto his patience 
with a very, very fine thread. 


Still, he couldn’t help but hear the naked hurt in 
Justin’s voice when he spoke next, and yeah. He felt like 
shit. 


“But, if you don’t have a problem with gay people, why 
do you always seem like...” Justin was waving his hands 
and trying to find the right words, and Hank realized he’d 
have to put the guy out of his misery. Justin was still 
wearing the company uniform, and he really had been 
nothing but professional. 


“Look, I’m sorry if I’ve been a complete dick,” he said, 
and looking at Justin’s helplessness and his kindness, he 
realized he meant it, too. “I am. It’s not the gay, Justin—it’s 
the drama. I mean, people like you are fun to be around, 
right up until they let you down. I totally appreciate the 
help with Josie, and I’m going to take you up on it, because, 
rll admit it, I’m desperate, but....” His head was starting to 
ache, and he hoped the rolls of cookie dough he had in the 


refrigerator had enough sugar to counteract that little 
problem. Maybe the coffee drinks he had in the fridge 
would help too. 


“But what?” Justin asked, curiosity apparently warring 
with the hurt. He was worrying his lower lip, and it was 
becoming sort of succulent and red, and Hank realized he’d 
wandered off in the middle of his sentence. 


“But what? Oh.” He flushed. “I guess I just mean, I 
can’t count on you, that’s all. Believe me. I’ve lived through 
drama. At the end of the day, it just gets you tired.” 


Justin just looked at him, his eyes dark with hurt, his 
mouth opening and closing, and Hank felt that curious 
sense of needing to make him feel better. 


“It’s like turkeys,” he said, out of the blue, and Justin 
blinked. 


“Turkeys?” 


“Yeah! Turkeys in the snow.” Hank sighed and set his 
gym bag down. “See, turkeys are like the drama queens of 
the animal world. They freak out at any little thing, but they 
ignore all the really important things. So, you put a bunch 
of turkeys in a pen, and let a fox in there, and they look at 
him and think, ‘Hey! It’s a fox! So the hell what?’ Which is 
bad because the fox is eating the turkeys, right? But these 
Same turkeys see a snowflake, and they're like, 
‘Omigodomigodomigod’, and they run around the pen just 
freaking out, until they trample the other turkeys in the 
pen, and they hurt them too.” 


Justin was starting to giggle, and Hank closed his eyes, 
realizing that he’d sort of flapped his arms and made 
“Omigodomigodomigod” sound a lot like “gobble gobble 
gobble.” 


“Oh no,” Hank said, sighing and hating himself a lot. 


“Oh yes!” Justin crowed. 
“No, you didn’t get the point—” 


“Oh, I totally did!” Justin was laughing and Hank 
grabbed his workout bag again and slung it over his 
shoulder. 


“No, no, no, no—” He said, trying to get out of the 
locker room before he had to hear Justin say it. 


“Omigah, Mr. Calder! You sounded totally gay!” 


Hank sighed and just kept right on walking. “Yeah,” he 
muttered, “I totally know.” This sent Justin into another 
paroxysm of laughter, which Hank heard rattling around in 
his head for the rest of the interminable night. 


Home. Finally. Mac and cheese, rolling out the refrigerated 
cookie dough and cutting shapes, icing them, quick bath, 
bedtime a half an hour too late. 


Josie was happy rolling out the cookies, but unhappy 
with the icing. It wasn’t perfect, wasn’t pretty, wasn’t shiny. 
Hank had bought the sprinkle things, and that helped, but 
generally, there was whininess and dissatisfaction about 
the entire affair. 


“You don’t know anything!” she shouted at him when 
he told her that he thought her Christmas tree was the 
prettiest. “It’s ugly! Mom says the best Christmas trees 
have pink!” 

Hank swallowed back a tightness in his throat that felt 
embarrassingly like tears. He remembered Amanda saying 
that exact thing when she was seven or eight. How 
wonderful that she’d taught it to her four-year-old 
daughter, and then gone off and left that kid in the hands of 
Hank, who had liked Christmas trees best when they were 


in the house a week before Christmas and not the night 
before. 


“Yeah, I get it,” he said, his throat raw. “Your mommy 
knows best. You know, Josie, all this great stuff your mom 
knows might carry a little more weight if she was here.” 

Josie had started to cry then, helplessly, and Hank 
picked her up and carried her to the bathroom, and held 
her—crying—while he ran water and bubbles in the tub. He 
undressed her—still crying—and set her in the water, 
soaping her hair and rinsing her off, and the whole time, 
her mouth was open as a low, pulsing wail was striated out, 
and Hank couldn’t think of a damned thing to make it go 
away. 

She finally stopped and was down to sniffles and deep, 
shuddery breaths when he had her dried off and in her 
nightgown and in her bed. 

“I hate this bed,” she told him. “It’s too big.” 


“I hate it too,” he told her, because it was a reminder 
of all the ways in which he was ill-equipped for fatherhood 
at this particular moment in his life. It was meant to be a 
guest bedroom/den, so he had the bed and bookshelves and 
a desk and a laptop—all of the things a little girl didn’t 
want in her room. The bookshelves had big, thick, boring 
books on finance, and the walls were a stark white. There 
had been a beautiful, boldly colored print of two naked 
male torsos—no butt-crack, no peen, but very obviously 
non-hetero. Hank had taken it down before Josie even 
entered the room. The blank wall just sort of stared at them 
now, and Hank wiped his cheek with the back of his hand 
without thinking, and remembered his plan for Saturday. 

Saturday, they would make this room better. They 
would. And now, thanks to the kindness of one very swishy, 
sweet-faced twink, that would be a whole lot easier. 


“Are you crying, Uncle Hank?” 


Hank shook his head no, because crying meant drama, 
and he absolutely, positively refused to do fucking drama. 
Not right now. 


“No, Bunny. I’m just ready for a shower right now.” 
One of the first things he’d gone and bought her was one of 
those squishy fleece blankets, the kind that were impossibly 
plush and soft. This one had a pink rabbit on it, realistically 
done, in spite of the color, with the ears at helicopter 
position. It sat on top of the white comforter on Josie’s bed 
—yet another thing Hank was planning to change in two 
days. 

“Sleep tight, angel,” he said, and bent to give her a 
kiss on the cheek. She turned unexpectedly and kissed him 
on the lips instead, and brought her tiny hand up to his own 
wet cheek. 

“I’m sorry I made you cry,” she said in a small voice, 
and he shut his eyes really tight. 


“Grownups get tired,” he told her, weary from his 
knees to his navel and all points north, south, and in 
between. “I...” He tried to keep his voice steady. “I was 
really looking forward to that workout, you know?” 


“I’m sorry,” she said, her voice even smaller, and he 
hugged her tight. 


“It’s okay. We’ll try for a better day tomorrow.” 
“Can we make more cookies?” 


Sure, since I think I may eat half of them tonight. 
“Yeah. That’s a plan.” 


“Are you going to work out tomorrow?” 
“Yeah.” 
“Good. I can see Justin. He’s nice.” 


Hank had heard this a dozen times before, but this was 
the first time his entire heart was in it when he said, “Yeah. 
Yeah, he really is. We’ll see him tomorrow. Good night.” 


He escaped then, practically running to the shower. He 
turned the water on, hot and full, and left his clothes in a 
puddle as he stripped and jumped in. He hadn’t even 
soaped his hair before the day caught up with him, and the 
frustration and the frantic, palm-sweating, heart-pounding 
fear that somehow he was doing it wrong. 


His body was jerking, his face contorted, his breath 
coming in gasps before his brain fully caught up to the fact 
that he was blubbering like a little kid, but once his brain 
caught up? Game over. He was lost, brain disengaged, 
while the stress and the panic and the disappointment of 
the past few months caught up with him, and he cried in 
the shower like he hadn’t done since his break-up with his 
first boyfriend. 


None of the Heartbreak 


He was feeling much better by the time Saturday morning 
rolled around. He’d actually gotten in a long workout on 
Friday for one thing, and he brought his running shoes and 
his sweats to work on Thursday for another, and managed 
twenty minutes of exercise during lunch. He thought he 
might start doing that a couple of days a week—it helped 
take off some of the day’s stress when he couldn’t make it 
to the gym. 


Friday night, when he’d dropped Josie off in the gym’s 
daycare, he was actually disappointed to see that Justin 
wasn’t there. When he’d asked Jackie, the supervisor, the 
girl had winked at Josie and told them that Justin was 
helping to get ready for S-A-N-T-A. After Josie went off to 
play with the dollhouse, she’d told Hank that Justin had 
needed the night off to study for finals, and Hank felt 
stupid. He was a nice kid, but surely, Justin was entitled to 
a life of his own, right? 


But that didn’t change the fact that his stomach was 
distinctly fluttery on Saturday morning. It took him a while 
to identify the feeling, and unfortunately, when the cause 
surfaced, it was in a particularly uncomfortable way. 


He’d gotten Josie all ready, and she was sitting in the 
living room with the few toys she’d had when she’d arrived 
and a couple more that he’d bought her since. If he left the 
cartoons on with the volume low, she’d start singing to the 
dolls. He loved that sound—Amanda used to do the same 
thing when he was watching her. 


He’d just finished his first cup of coffee when Alan and 
Keith showed up. Alan breezed by him in the entryway 
without even saying hello. 


“Hi, Hank,” Keith said, embarrassed, and Hank 
grimaced and nodded. 


“Hi, Keith.” 


“Stop sucking face and get me a beer!” Alan snapped, 
and Hank grunted, looking to see if Josie had heard. She 
hadn’t—small blessings. 


“There is no beer in this job,” Hank said evenly, and 
Alan made that little whining sound that Hank deplored so 
much. Of course, when they’d been together, Hank had 
found it adorable. That had changed when Hank had 
walked into their apartment and heard him making it with 
Keith buried to the hilt up his backside. Poor Keith. Alan 
had hidden the pictures and told him it was his apartment 
alone. Keith wasn’t that bright, but he’d been mortified. 
Well, that was okay—now it was Keith and Alan’s 
apartment. Hank had been coming home early to tell Alan 
about his big promotion at the bank they worked at—and 
now Hank was Alan’s boss. 


They’d had to settle into an angry détente—jobs in the 
financial world were hard to come by these days, and 
neither of them wanted to look for a new position. So Hank 
made the teller schedule and did the counts and Alan made 
snide comments about Hank buying his suits from a funeral 
home, used. Hank’s raise was enough for him to make a 
down payment on the house, so moving out was timely, and 
it was all copacetic—or, at least for Hank, drama free. 


And it worked out well when Alan wanted to take an 
extra day off for Thanksgiving. Hank had a teller with a 
new baby who needed the hours, but requisitioning for 
overtime was a pain in the ass, and not the kind Hank used 
to give Alan, either. This had been Hank’s compromise— 


come over, break down the bedroom, paint it, and help him 
decorate it. Three strong men could do it in eight hours, 
when it would take Hank all weekend by himself. 


Of course the downside was working with Alan. 


“What do you mean, no beer?” Alan asked, curling up 
his lip. He had a small pretty face, and a slight build—a 
born in the butt bottom, as he liked to say—as well as blond 
hair that he could grow fashionably long. (Hank had tried 
to grow his thick, brown hair long in college, when they’d 
been dating. Gel, blow-dryer, it didn’t matter—more than 
two inches of length, and Hank had what they’d called back 
in the ’70s, a “’fro.” It was not a good look for him.) 


“No beer,” Hank repeated. “I’ve been a little too busy 
to have a beer lately, is that okay with you? Now here, let 
me show you what I need done.” He took the guys back to 
the bedroom and explained the situation—he’d stripped the 
bed that morning when Josie had been eating her cereal, 
and he had Alan and Keith on their way to his garage with 
the mattress when Justin came knocking at the door. 


He answered it, hot and breathless, and startled 
enough to smile warmly when he saw Justin there, 
fidgeting, wearing his trademark Cal-Fit jacket. 


“Come in,” Hank said, gesturing. “Geez, Justin, aren’t 
you cold?” 


Justin had just opened his mouth to answer when Josie 
saw him, and unlike Alan and Keith, Justin was not to be 
ignored. 


“Justin!” she squealed, and came running across the 
living room through the entryway. “You came! Hank said 
you’d come, but you weren’t there last night so I thought 
you might be gone. People go sometimes. But you’re not, 
and we’re going to see Santa, right?” 


Justin squatted down and hugged her, and talked to 
her from that level, earning Hank’s eternal appreciation. 


“Of course we’re going to go see Santa. And then, if 
it’s okay with your Uncle Hank, we’re meeting my sister-in- 
law with her kids at Chuck E. Cheese, and you can play 
there. Do you want to do that?” 


Josie’s face lit up. “Oh yes!” She turned to Hank. “Can 
I go, Uncle Hank? Can I? Oh, please? Mommy never took 
me because she said it was ’spensive, and I’ve never been!” 


Hank cringed at the thought of Chuck E. Cheese—oh 
hells, the lights, the noise, the giant rat, the crappy pizza... 
and then he looked at Justin, squatting in his entry way and 
smiling like he knew exactly what Hank was thinking. Hank 
saw that smile, the slightly crooked front two teeth, how his 
cheeks dimpled up, the way his blue eyes crinkled in the 
corners, and his stomach got even more fluttery. He had 
the sudden realization that Justin was taking her to the 
dreaded faux-pizza den of the six-foot rat, and Hank was 
going to be completely in the clear. 


Oh geez, it was enough to make a guy fall a little in 
love, right there. 


“Of course you can, Bunny,” he said, smiling back at 
Justin and feeling a little shell-shocked. “Prl just go get 
some money for games and things.” 


“No, Mr. Calder. That’s all right!” Justin stood and put 
his hand on Hank’s arm as Hank was turning around. 


It wasn’t Hank’s sore arm, and he didn’t flutter or grab 
too hard, but suddenly the two of them stopped still and 
looked at Justin’s chilled red fingers on Hank’s bicep. Hank 
shivered, and covered the hand with his own, and turned 
back around, smiling hesitantly. 

“You’re a college student, Justin, and you’re doing a 
really wonderful thing here. Please let me pay for her 
games.” 


Justin nodded, and Hank wasn’t imagining it—a dull 
red settled under his eyes and across his high cheekbones. 


“Thanks, Mr. Calder,” Justin said quietly. “I appreciate 
it.” 

“Well, hel-lo gorgeous!” 

Both of them jerked when Alan came in from the 
garage through the kitchen entrance, Keith at his heels. 


“Here, Bunny,” Hank said, bending down to heft Josie 
into his arms. “Let’s go get some money for Justin and a 
bag of clothes for you, just in case, okay?” One of his first 
lessons about having a little girl was that little girls had 
accidents. If Josie was going to be gone for more than a few 
hours, an extra change of clothes was very, very necessary. 
He looked up to where Alan and Keith were zeroing in on 
Justin and smiled apologetically. 


“Justin, this is Alan and Keith. They’re helping me out 
with the bed. Alan and Keith, this is Justin. Don’t talk to 
him, don’t touch him, and if you have to communicate, do it 
in Morse code with your bulging eyeballs, are we clear?” 


He scowled in particular at Alan, who rolled his eyes 
and said, “Touch—ee!” and Hank decided this whole thing 
would go best if it went quickly. 


“Okay, Bunny,” he muttered, “let’s work fast, because 
I’m telling you, Alan works faster.” 


Josie, encouraged by the triple threat of Justin, Santa, 
and Chuck E. Cheese, wasted no time at all in helping to 
pick out her clothes as well as Lisa, her very bestest most 
special doll. They were back in the entryway no more than 
three minutes after they’d left. 

Alan was already holding Justin’s arm companionably 
as he and Keith laughed about something. To his credit, 
Justin looked like he was trying to escape. 


“Alan, hands off before I break your fingers.” The 
words sounded mild, but Alan let go quickly with a sniff. 


“Jesus, Henry, you’re the one who always says you 
don’t like drama!” 


“Well, you’re the one causing it. Go start breaking 
down the bookcases. Set them up in the garage and move 
the books. I need to call to see if the delivery is on time.” 
With that he transferred Josie from his arms to Justin’s, and 
then gave Justin the bag. “Okay, I’ve got an extra set of 
clothes, her health insurance card—it’s Kaiser—and one of 
those little school ID cards, and I know you have my phone 
number and—” 

“Its okay, Henry,” Justin said, laughing. “It’s fine. 
Remember—I’ve done this before!” 

Hank flushed, and then he realized that Justin had 
called him Henry, not Hank or Mr. Calder, and he caught 
his breath again and looked into those dark blue eyes. 


Justin winked at him. “Henry,” he said again, with 
inflection, “I do know how to deal without the drama, okay? 
Now give your Uncle Hank a kiss, Josie-bunny, and we can 
leave.” 


Josie pursed her lips dutifully, and Hank went in for the 
kiss—and blew a bubble on them instead. Josie broke into a 
cackle of glee, and that’s the sound she was making as 
Justin turned around and took her out the door. 


Hank turned around to Alan and Keith—who hadn’t left 
yet—and scowled. 


“You two are, under no circumstances, ever, to touch 
the babysitter. You are not to talk to him, not to molest him, 
not to lure him over to pervert central with free beer. You 
are not to show him your etchings, and I swear to heaven, 
Alan you asshole, if you so much as fondle his shirt, I will 
fire you.” 


Alan winked. “Now, now, Henry. You know if you do 
that, you'll probably lose your job too!” 


Hank looked at Keith, who was watching the two of 
them with the avidity of a tennis enthusiast at Wimbledon, 
and then grabbed Alan’s arm and frog-marched him down 
the hall. “Excuse us, Keith,” he called back, “I need to talk 
to him a minute.” 


They got to Josie’s room and Hank pinned his ex- 
boyfriend to the wall with a glare. “Alan, you’re right. I may 
not be able to fire you without losing my job, but if you so 
much as talk dirty to that boy, I will do worse than fire 
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you. 
Alan rolled his eyes in disbelief. 


“You doubt that? I guarantee, if you touch a hair on his 
sweet twinkie little head, I will personally tell every person 
you are screwing about the other four people you are 
screwing, including your little experiment in bisexuality, 
Julie.” 

Alan’s mouth had dropped open. “How in the hell—” 


“Do you think you’re the only one who likes drama, 
Alan? I swear to God, you can’t take a piss at work without 
someone walking into the bathroom and spilling all the 
business you never wanted to know.” Well, technically, he’d 
been in the stall, so he’d been doing more than taking a 
piss, but the point was, he’d overheard plenty—most of it 
from Alan himself. 


Alan’s eyes narrowed and his lip curled. “God, you just 
can’t stand the idea of anyone else having fun, can you? 
Just have to go make the whole rest of the world as 
goddamned Puritan as you are!” 


Hank grunted. “The Puritans weren’t big on treating 
people decent, Alan. Find another comparison, but leave 
me, and my niece, and my niece’s babysitter out of it. Now 
you’re the one who wanted the day off, and I’m the one who 


has to deal with the paperwork. You want to make that 
happen? Move your scrawny uncomfortable ass.” 


Alan gasped and held his hand to his mouth like that 
was the most offensive thing about the conversation, and 
Hank ignored him and started shuttling books. 


THEY did it. He was ready to strangle Alan (and have Keith 
canonized!) by the time they were done, but when Alan and 
Keith left—Alan actually too tired to bitch, and Keith very 
grateful for both the day off to visit his parents before 
Christmas and the pizza and beer Hank had bought—the 
room was done. 


Hank was in there shutting the window, which had 
been left open to get rid of some of the paint smell, when 
there was a knock on the door. He practically ran down the 
hall, he was so excited to see what Josie would think about 
it. They’d painted one wall pink and all of the trim in the 
room lavender, and although they’d left the other four walls 
white, Hank had put up posters of Disney princesses and 
Bubble Guppies and Dora the Explorer all over, but that 
wasn’t the best part. The best part was the day bed—the 
kind that looked like a long couch and had a little trundle 
cot that slid underneath—that was all set up in the corner. 
Hank had ordered it in lavender and also bought a pink 
comforter with a white eyelet sham with matching 
pillowcases and pillow shams and even a little canopy. 


That bed looked like an iced party cake and Hank was 
dying, dying for her to see it, so she could know that she 
had a home in Hank’s little house, and that she could stay 
there as long as she wanted. 


He threw the front door open, as excited as he’d ever 
been about Christmas, only to find her asleep over Justin’s 


shoulder, so exhausted she was leaving a little puddle of 
drool on the shoulder of his thin company windbreaker. 


Hank was so disappointed it felt like he shrank. 
“Here,” he said softly, “I’ll take her.” 


Justin shook his head. “Let me put her down, Henry. 
Odds are better she won’t wake up that way.” 


Hank didn’t protest that he wanted her to wake up, 
because that had happened once, when he’d gotten her 
from Mrs. Watson’s daycare really late, and at 1:00 a.m. 
that night, when she’d finally dropped off to sleep, he’d 
Sworn never ever again. 


He gestured Justin down the hall instead, turning on 
the hall light as Justin walked into what was obviously her 
bedroom, so Justin wouldn’t have to turn on the pink tiffany 
lamp that Hank had installed on the new white 
bookshelves. He slipped into the darkened room as Justin 
pulled back the comforter with his free hand, and then laid 
the limp little body down on the clean pink sheets. Justin 
was very careful then, taking off her shoes and her coat, 
and leaving her in her second set of clothes—stretch pants 
and a T-shirt, which were damned close to pajamas—before 
pulling the blankets up and tucking them under her chin. 


Hank bent down and gave her a quick kiss on the 
cheek before she could wake up and then followed him out 
of the room into the hallway. 


“Well, I—” Justin started to say, and then Hank said, 
“Thank you so much for—” and then they both stopped and 
looked at each other bashfully in the middle of the hallway. 
Finally Hank reminded himself that he was the older of the 
two of them, and it was his job to break the ice. 

“We have real pizza,” he said hopefully. “And beer, that 
is, if you’re... uhm, you know. Twenty-one yet. And if not 
I’ve got milk. But, would you—” 


Justin brightened while he was talking, like the light 
that made him Justin from the inside had been flipped on. 

“Td totally love to!” he said, keeping his voice quiet, 
even if his gestures started to get a little loud. “And don’t 
worry, Henry, I turned twenty-one in November, so you’re 
totally safe. Not corrupting a minor or anything.” 


Hank had been leading him down the hall and he 
turned around and looked at him sharply over that. Justin 
returned the look cheekily, and Hank turned back around, 
resolute. 


“Why ‘Henry’?” he asked as they got to the kitchen, 
and Justin didn’t miss a beat. 


“Because Mr. Calder’s too formal, and that other guy 
called you ‘Henry’ and it pissed me off.” 


Hank was in the kitchen by now, and he turned slightly, 
looking at Justin wryly. “Well, people do that when you’ve 
got history. The only two people to call me ‘Henry’ have 
been Alan and my mother.” And his sister, but he wasn’t 
going to mention that. 


“And now me,” Justin said, waggling his eyebrows. 


Hank had no choice but to laugh. He reached into the 
refrigerator and pulled out two microbrews. “I’ve got pizza, 
if you like. Slightly higher quality than Chuck E. Cheese.” 


“Please?” Justin begged, holding his hands up like a 
puppy dog. “Please please please please pleeeze! I’m dying 
for something to wipe the taste of Chuck E. Cheese pizza 
outta my gullet... I’d mug your mother for a decent piece of 
pizza!” 

Ah, gods, laughter, quiet laughter. It really was a 
luxury. “Don’t mug my mother,” Hank said, the chuckles 
freeing something inside him. He handed Justin the plate 
with the last five pieces on it and added, “She never had 
money for pizza.” 


“Now tha’s a cwyin shame,” Justin said through a full 
mouth. He closed his eyes for a blissful moment and 
chewed. After he swallowed he said, “Omigah—is that 
Mountain Mike’s? Us broke college students never eat at 
Mountain Mike’s!” He took another bite, his face lit up and 
happy in total ecstasy over the pizza. For a moment, Hank 
let himself bask in the pleasure of a completely happy 
human being. 


“Come sit in the living room if you like,” Hank said. He 
moved across the little hallway and pulled the coffee table 
in front of the brown corduroy couch, getting two coasters 
and a placemat from the compartment underneath for the 
beers. He took the recliner and put his coaster on the end 
table next to it. He had one of those little organizers on the 
arm of the recliner, and had just pulled out the remote 
when Justin came in and settled down. 

“No, no,” Justin said hurriedly. “Don’t turn the TV on. 
Let’s talk.” 

Hank paused midclick and wondered what his 
expression must have been. He didn’t have to wonder long. 

“Ohmygah! Jeeezus, Henry! I’m not going to torture 
you with tongs! I just get distracted by anything pretty, and 
I’m more in the mood to be distracted by you!” 

Henry looked at him. “Because I’m not pretty?” It was 
more for clarification than because he was fishing for 
compliments, and he was unprepared for the adult, 
predatory look to cross Justin’s baby face. 

“You’re plenty pretty, Hank. But right now, I’m more 
interested in your mind.” 

Hank snorted. “That’s a switch.” 

“We’re not all like your... whatever that was... Alan.” 

“We're?” Hank asked, flummoxed for a moment. 


“Us drama queens,” Justin said with a wicked grin. 
“We’re not all like your friend, ex-friend... okay, what is he 
to you? Cause whatever it is, I don’t see it!” 


Henry took a swig of his beer and swiveled the recliner 
so he could see Justin instead of the television. “He was my 
boyfriend. My first serious one, actually.” Sigh. “More 
serious for me than him I guess.” 


“What makes you say that?” Justin took a dainty bite of 
his new slice of pizza, as if to make up for stuffing his face 
from the last one, and washed it down with a sip of beer. 


“Finding him in bed with someone else,” Hank said. He 
was, he realized, walking a difficult balance between trying 
not to be a dick and trying not to spill his guts on the floor. 
Nobody liked guts with their pizza—talk about 
unappetizing! 

“Nice. Did you really find him in bed? Because you 
hear that all the time, but you gotta think, like, sometimes, 
you just catch one guy walking out of the apartment, and 
then there’s confession time, or, you know, you see a kiss or 
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“Alan was in our bed, screaming ‘Fuck me harder with 
that thing!’ and Keith was behind him, doing what Alan 
said.” Hank had to admit, he did get a perverse pleasure 
out of watching Justin try very, very hard not to spit pizza 
out all over his plate. When Justin had mastered himself, 
and after he’d knocked back another swallow of beer, he 
cocked his head thoughtfully. 


“That was a lot of drama,” he said, and Hank found 
himself looking into a pair of surprisingly intense blue eyes. 

“Yeah, well, I’ve seen worse,” he admitted. 

“Mm...” This time Justin was eating thoughtfully, and 
Hank supposed he was enjoying the hell out of just 
watching this guy eat. It was like every mouthful was a 


different mood. He swallowed, and Hank was sure another 
question was coming. He was wrong. 


“My mom’s the dramatic one in my family,” Justin said, 
smiling. “She can turn any moment into a joke or a reason 
to laugh. My dad likes to play practical jokes—stupid ones, 
like pulling down your pants if you’re wearing them too low 
or playing hide and go seek when you’ve been reading and 
you’re not sure if anyone’s in the house. They do this 
haunted house every year for Halloween—it’s huge, and 
scary, and the louder the music the better. It always scares 
the hell out of the neighborhood kids, so my sister Brenna 
and I are the last two left at home, and we always have to 
go meet the little ones Josie’s age and take them by the 
hand and show them how it’s not as scary as they think.” 
Justin laughed softly. “There’s this one little girl on our 
block—red hair, blue eyes, freckles, cute as hell and a bossy 
little shit, too. This last year she left her older brother at 
the sidewalk with their mom and stalked up to our porch all 
resolute and everything—she’s like five, right? And she’s 
got her little pumpkin in front of her, and she’s a little witch 
with a black hat, and she’s frickin’ adorable, right?” Justin’s 
shoulders went back, and he clutched his pizza plate in 
front of him like a little girl clutching a handbag. He 
widened his eyes and pursed his mouth to a little girl’s 
kewpie doll pucker, right down to making his rather lush 
lower lip tremble, and Hank started to laugh. 


Justin kept going. “Anyway, she gets almost up to us, 
and the lights start going and the ghost drops from the tree 
and the big cackle comes out of the sound effects machine, 
and she doesn’t scream, she just turns right around and 
stalks back to mom and her brother, saying, ‘I’m not old 
enough! I’m not old enough! I’m not old enough! You go!’” 
And now he mimicked her shoulders and her posture and 
Hank had this image of this pudgy five year old, being 


absolutely in control at the same time she was frightened to 
death. 


By this time he was laughing so hard he could barely 
breathe, and as he wiped his eyes and calmed down his 
breathing, he saw that Justin was grinning wickedly, 
chuckling through another bite of pizza. 


“That’s awesome,” Hank breathed, still coming down. 
“I can totally see her. How’d her older brother take it?” 


Justin grinned some more. “Oh, Kaden’s all about the 
science of the thing. I swear, he’s like, eight, right, and he’s 
like, ‘Evelyn, I told you that at our age we're too 
imaginative to confront a manifestation of our fears!’” 


“Oh get out! No way an eight year old said that!” 


“No, I swear! This kid is something else. Their mom 
just stands back and listens to them talk and crosses her 
eyes. She’s a trip—she’s perfectly willing to let them amuse 
the hell out of her. I love it!” 


Hank sobered a little, still feeling the release of 
laughing so hard. “Yeah, kids are a trip. I always wanted 
them, you know? Alan wasn’t so excited, but I always knew 
I was going to have some someday.” And he remembered 
Josie, sleeping soundly down the hall. “I wasn’t exactly 
planning on it being quite so soon,” he said, his voice quiet 
and thoughtful. “I don’t regret it, but, well, it caught me off 
guard.” 


Justin nodded, and set down the empty plate of pizza, 
then drained his beer. “What happened?” 


“Would you like another beer?” Hank asked, making to 
stand up. “Here, I’ll get your plate for you and get us 
another round.” 

“Td mostly like for you to not dodge the question,” 
Justin said, and unlike when he was telling the story, his 
entire body was absolutely still, waiting, like Hank was a 


feral cat and Justin was going to gentle him into 
submission. 


“Well, I’ll get us another beer anyway.” Hank stood up 
and took Justin’s plate as well as the placemat and 
everything else into the kitchen. “They’re the last two in 
the fridge. No, no, don’t get up. Get comfy, turn on the 
television—I’ll just be a moment.” 


Justin sighed behind him. As he cleared the living 
room, he heard Justin on his cell phone, telling someone 
not to wait up for him. When Hank returned, after rinsing 
off the plate and wiping off the placemat and putting them 
in the rack to dry, Justin was sliding the phone back in his 
pocket. 


“My mom,” Justin said, neither apologetic nor 
sheepish. “She worries if I don’t let her know I’m okay. She 
figured I’d be late. I told her we’d probably end up talking 
after I brought Josie back.” 


Hank handed him the opened beer, surprised. “You 
knew we’d—” 


“Well, I’ve been crushing on you for months, thinking 
you were straight. No way I was going to let you go without 
at least a little conversation!” Justin was smiling again, 
inviting Hank to share the joke, but Hank couldn’t. Months? 
Months, and Hank had just pushed him away, dismissed 
him, because he liked to move his hands a lot. It didn’t 
speak well of Hank, that was for— 


“You're feeling all guilty, aren’t you?” Justin asked, that 
wicked grin still in place. 


“No!” Hank lied. 


“Of course you are—look at you. Your house is totally 
neat; you do everything by the book. I mean, you had a 
placemat for pizza on the coffee table for Pete’s sake! Yup. 
Little bit of raging-queen-o-phobia, and you’re all freakin’ 


out on yourself for not being a better person. I can read the 
signs.” 

Damn. And now Justin had made Hank smile again. 
Hank took a drink of his newly cold beer. He needed to 
change the subject. 


“Do your parents know?” he asked randomly, and 
Justin blinked. Good. For once he was surprised. 


“That I’m gay?” 
“Yeah.” 
Justin shook his head. “Nope!” 


Hank snickered hard enough to spit out his beer. “The 
hell they don’t!” 


Justin laughed. “Well, we haven’t officially had the talk, 
how’s that?” 


Well, Hank hadn’t had “the talk” until college either. 
“Why not?” 

“I don’t know. I guess there’s no reason to yet. Nobody 
serious yet, no reason to rock their world.” 


Hank nodded. “Yeah.” 


“Did you have the talk?” Justin asked, and Hank looked 
despairingly at his beer. The beer was full, the pizza was 
cleaned up, and he hadn’t heard a peep out of Josie in the 
last hour. It wasn’t even like the memory was that bad. 


“It was anticlimactic,” he said with another swig of his 
beer. “No drama, nothing to talk about.” 


“Well, tell me anyway.” Justin toed off his trendy little 
lace-less sneakers and curled his feet up under his bottom, 
then leaned on the arm of the couch, propping his chin up 
on his hand. He looked sweet and defenseless sitting there, 
and Hank found that he trusted that complete lack of 
defense. For all his drama, there was nothing about Justin 
that Hank couldn’t see right in front of him. 


“Okay,” Hank said, leaning forward moodily and 
resting his forearms on his knees, holding his beer between 
his palms. “Here’s the thing. Alan and I were going to move 
in together—find an apartment and everything—so we 
could stop having to listen to his roommate have sex when 
she thought we were gone. So I came home to tell my mom 
that I was gay, I was moving out, and all those sleepovers 
hadn’t been just to watch movies, and as we get there, my 
sister Amanda hauls ass out of the house screaming, 
‘Because you’re a bitch and I hate you!’” 


Justin squeezed his eyes shut and then opened them 
again wide. “And you said there wasn’t going to be any 
drama.” 


“Yeah, well not on our part. For once, Alan kept his 
mouth shut, and we go into the kitchen. Mom’s cracking 
open a new bottle of whiskey and pouring herself a giant 
glass, and she looks up at me and says, ‘Yeah, what?’” 


“Oh dear.” 


“Yeah. Anyway, Mom’s sort of formidable—big woman, 
wide shoulders, don’t-fuck-with-me jaw—and she scared the 
holy hell out of Alan, and he reached for my hand and I 
squeezed it to let him know it was all right. And Mom, she 
just raises her eyebrows, plonks down on the kitchen chair, 
and starts downing the whiskey like it was iced tea.” 


“What'd she say?” 


“Well, first I said, ‘Mom, this is Alan, my boyfriend, 
we’re moving in together,’ or, you know, something to that 
effect, and then Mom polishes off her giant glass of alcohol 
and says, ‘Fucking lovely. You’re gay, your sister’s 
pregnant, and I’m moving to fucking Reno. Feel free to 
send me a postcard, Henry, I’ll be really happy to hear from 
you.’” 


Justin was scrubbing his face with his hands by then. 
“Oh, Henry, I’m so sorry.” 


Hank shrugged. “What for? It didn’t matter. She was 
still my mother. She’d just had enough of Amanda, that was 
all. Mandy’s boyfriend was a real loser, and Mom dared to 
ask—just ask, mind you—if maybe raising a baby alone was 
more than a high school senior could manage, but Mandy 
was freaking stubborn. Mom apparently had been planning 
the move for months. She’d sprung it on Mandy that 
morning, and Mandy came back with ‘I’m pregnant’ and 
then....” He shrugged. 


“Then you walked in, and your little bomb wasn’t 
hardly a fart in the wind.” 


Hank laughed a little and shrugged. “Drama,” he said 
pragmatically. “Like I said, it’s overrated.” 


“Mmm...” Justin said, but it wasn’t a dissenting sound. 
“I hear you—but you know little girls like some drama, 
right?” 


Hank thought of Josie, fast asleep in her new room. 
“Yeah,” he sighed. “I know.” 


“So, you and, uhm, Santa—you’ve got the hookup? 
Christmas is in three weeks, you know.” 


Hank had to laugh. “You mean the house not being 
decorated? Yeah. Well, I’m taking Monday off. The social 
worker is coming at nine, I’m dropping Josie off at daycare 
after that, and then it’s all about Christmas shopping. I 
figured when that was done, I’d get Josie early and we 
could decorate.” 


“Are you getting a tree?” Justin asked, his expression 
avid, and Hank could tell he was excited about this just 
because it was Christmas. 


“Tomorrow,” Hank said, smiling. “I was going to go toa 
lot with Josie.” He hesitated, and then asked shyly, “Did you 
want to come?” 


Justin’s smile was so damned bashful Hank almost 
wiggled in his seat. “Very much, but I work tomorrow.” 
Justin perked up. “I’m off Monday, though! I’ve got a final 
at nine, but I can meet you back here in time to go 
Christmas shopping. Can we do that? Then I can come back 
and help you decorate.” 


Hank laughed, because Justin had just invited himself 
over and insinuated himself into Hank’s plans and his day 
and his life, and Hank had no impetus to say no. 


In fact... 


“Hey,” he said shyly, “do you, uhm, want to see what I 
was thinking about getting for her?” 


Justin sat up perkily and nodded with so much force 
his hair flopped back and forth off his forehead. “Yeah! 
Yeah—absolutely.” 


Hank got off the seductively comfortable recliner and 
yawned outrageously. “I’m sorry—I didn’t realize that was 
coming. I hope—I mean, I know you called your mom and 
everything, and you’re welcome to stay later, I just....” He 
flushed. “I don’t want you to stay here if you’re bored or 
anything.” 


Justin’s smile was sweet and wicked. “Well, Hank, it’s 
not like you’re my first sleepover.” 

“Oh?” 

“Yes. My best friend Shelia in high school used to have 
me over all the time.” 


Hank made the time honored fishhook gesture, to 
indicate that Justin had caught him fair and square; then he 


walked around to the other side of the coffee table so he 
could get into the locked drawer next to the place mats. He 
felt Justin’s presence there acutely, and just as he’d 
jimmied the drawer open (the lock had long ago ceased to 
be functional) he felt a tentative hand on his backside. 


There were not enough letters in the language to 
describe the sound that came out of his mouth. 


“You like?” Justin asked, and Hank pulled in a breath 
that felt like water. 


“Td be lying if I said no,” he confessed, thinking he 
should move. Justin’s hand got a little more personal, 
curling around Hank’s cheek and squeezing, and Hank let 
his breath out on a little grunt. “But.” He swallowed. “See, 
Josie really loves you, and if you decide this is a bad idea 
and disappear....” Justin’s hand slid away, the fingertips 
lingering for a moment. 


“T get it,” Justin said, his good humor intact. “Drama.” 


Hank grabbed the stacks of marked up toy catalog in 
the drawer and crab-walked away, moving to the less 
personal space of the recliner. 


“I appreciate it,” he mumbled, unable to look Justin in 
the eyes. Then Justin giggled, and he had no choice. 
“What?” 


Again, that wicked look from that gamine face. “You 
act like I’m not going to try again, Henry. Look, I may be 
relatively inexperienced, but I’m not giving up after one 
grope!” 


“But I’m a dick!” 


Justin said “pfft” and waved his hand. “And I’m a 
drama queen. I mean, I’ve been behaving, but you and I 
both know I’m gonna snap sometime soon and you’re going 
to have to decide if I’m worth all that trouble!” He smiled, 


wiggled his shoulders, and crossed his legs before placing 
his clasped hands on his knee. “We’re just going to hope 
that by then, I’ll have made myself indispensable enough 
that you'll decide I really am.” 


Hank couldn’t help it. In fact, he was coming to realize 
that he could never help it around Justin. He laughed. 


“Okay, drama queen,” he said, smiling with everything 
in his body. “Are you gay enough to shop for a four-year old 
girl?” He offered Justin the catalog from the coffee table. 


“Omigah! Are you really getting her that? Of course I 
can shop for that!” Justin was fawning over the picture that 
Hank had marked, and Hank didn’t have the heart to tell 
him that his drama queen was already rearing its pretty 
little head. 


“Well, I want to see it in the store first,” Hank said, 
chewing on his lip a little with uncertainty. “You know, 
sometimes the pictures look so awesome, but you see it in 
real life and it’s just tacky. But I figure if we go check it out 
on Monday, if they don’t have some of the stuff I want in the 
store, we can get it online.” 


Justin nodded his head, looking suitably impressed. 
“But that’s not the only thing, right? I mean, I know, all 
little girls want one of these!” And with that, he pointed out 
a little plastic vanity table that Hank hadn’t seen at all. 


They stayed up half the night. They picked out toys to 
check out at the store for Josie, raided the cupboard for Ho- 
Hos (which Hank kept in the back, for those really, really 
bad days), talked about workout regimens and Justin’s 
plans when he finished college. They giggled over old 
crushes and bad mistakes—Justin’s first boyfriend who was 
now married, with the second child pending, or Hank’s first 
blowjob, given in a movie theater and discovered by a very 
unimpressed usher. (“So you still can’t go to that Regal in 


Natomas?” Justin asked, and Hank had to admit that no, he 
was still blacklisted.) 


Hank didn’t remember when he stopped talking, but 
he woke up around three in the morning because the hand 
under his chin gave out and he fell sideways. He looked to 
see Justin stretched out on the couch, his head resting 
uncomfortably on the arm, which was a surefire way to fuck 
up your neck. Hank went to the closet and got a spare 
pillow and an afghan, and came back to make the poor guy 
more comfortable. He covered Justin up to his chin with the 
afghan, trying hard not to look at his plump lips and the 
fading freckles on his cheeks, and then shoved his arm 
under the surprisingly solid shoulders and slid the pillow 
under his head. He pulled back for a moment and was 
arrested by the open eyes, blinking sleepily at him. 


“Aren’t you going to kiss me goodnight, Prince 
Charming?” Justin slurred, and Hank was just tired enough, 
just happy enough from the best evening he’d had in he 
couldn’t remember when, to place what he thought was 
going to be a chaste peck on Justin’s oh-so-kissable mouth. 


Justin opened for him, though, and Hank slid into his 
waiting, wet mouth with ease and heat, and a surprising, 
gut-wrenching hunger. He slid his hands up to frame 
Justin’s face, and Justin took his position on the bottom and 
took over, clasping Hank’s forearms with urgency. Hank 
finally pulled back, panting, and rested his forehead against 
Justin’s; he was trying not to start groping the guy under 
his shirt. 


“Oh, thank God,” Justin breathed. “I’d built that up so 
big in my head, I was starting to doubt it could live up to 
that picture.” 


Hank pushed his next breath out on a laugh. “That was 
a total and complete surprise,” he said. “You could knock 


me over with a feather.” Justin kneading his swollen groin 
was unexpected enough to make him stand up and yelp. 


“But first you’d have to pound nails with your penis.” 
Justin smirked, but his eyes were closing in spite of his 
smile. “Night, Henry. I told you I'd try again.” 


Hank very carefully maneuvered his hips out of Justin’s 
reach and bent down and kissed his forehead. “Night, 
Justin,” he said softly. “I’m sort of hoping you’ll keep on 


trying.” 
Justin giggled a little, even as Hank turned off the lamp 
and left him sleeping in the darkened room. 


Prima Donnas and Princesses 


Josie woke him up early enough that he sat up in bed, 
disoriented, still wearing the Henley shirt and the sweats 
he’d had on when he'd kissed Justin goodnight. 


“Uncle Hank!” she told him, her eyes wide and her jaw 
jutting out like she was angry, “Somebody highbacked my 
room!” 


Hank blinked a good five or six times and finally 
figured out what she talking about. “Don’t you like your 
highbacked room?” he asked. What time was it? It took him 
a moment to make sense of the numbers on the clock, and 
when he did, he fell back against his pillows, squinting 
against the light coming from her hallway. “Great googly- 
moogly, angel—it’s five in the morning! You usually sleep 
until seven!” 


“The smell woke me up,” Josie said, her cheeks 
scrunched. “The color is pretty, but I don’t like the smell!” 


Oh hells. The smell. “It'll go away in a few days. It’s 
the paint, Josie. Is that the only thing you don’t like, or can 
I go back to sleep now?” 


“Why did you change my bedroom?” she asked, and 
Hank rolled to his side and looked at her. 


“Because you hated the bed, and you didn’t feel like 
you had a place and I just wanted you to like living here.” 
Oh God. Now he was whining. 


“I never had my own bed before,” she confessed. “I 
used to sleep with Mommy.” 


Hank sighed, wondering if Justin had already gone. 
Probably. Hank dimly remembered him setting his phone’s 
alarm before they’d both fallen asleep talking. 


“Do you want to climb in with me?” he asked, beyond 
proprieties, and Josie nodded. 


“Can you hug me too?” she asked, her voice tiny. “I 
rode the motorcycle ride lots yesterday, and I keep thinking 
I’m still moving.” 


Hank grunted and scooted over. “Yeah,” he sighed, 
caving in. “Go ahead.” 


“No, Uncle Hank,” she told him. “Closer. Mommy let 
me hold her hand.” 


So Hank did, wrapping his arm around her little chest 
and holding her tight, like nothing was going to get her, 
and she raised her little hands to pat his hand where it lay. 
In a few hours, he’d deal with his disappointment that she 
didn’t love her room, but right now, he forgot about what 
he was supposed to do according to the good book of 
parenting, and went with what made her happy. It was like 
Justin, he thought muzzily as he dropped back into sleep. 
That much spontaneous human happiness just could not be 
a bad thing. 


AFTER they got the Christmas tree, they set it up in the 
corner of the living room. Josie was surprisingly willing to 
put off decorating until Justin came over, which was 
probably the only reason Hank had the fortitude to wait. 


After that, they spent the day quietly: grocery 
shopping, doing laundry, cooking some mac and cheese and 


a crock pot of soup to put in little containers in the 
refrigerator, the better to eat during the week. In the 
afternoon Hank made some more cookies and let her put 
the sprinkles on again, and she didn’t complain. After she 
washed her hands, Hank heard her talking to herself in the 
bedroom. When he peeked in, she was sitting cross-legged 
on her new bed, playing with her dolls. It wasn’t loud or 
dramatic, but it was extremely, almost painfully gratifying. 
Yes. Hank had finally done something right. 


In the evening, after dinner and a bath, he pulled her 
onto his lap and turned on a Christmas special (Shrek The 
Halls, of all things) and they sat and watched it together. 
Her eyelids started to droop (and, for that matter, so did 
his) when she said a curious thing. 


“You’re like Shrek, Uncle Hank.” 
“Yeah?” 
“All grumpy sometimes. And Justin’s like Donkey.” 


Hank laughed like she wanted him to. “Shrek’s a nicer 
guy with his Donkey,” he conceded. He’d been thinking 
about Justin all day. The sound of his laughter, his animated 
voice, all of the flamboyance and, face it, fun had filled in 
all the quiet moments, whether he’d been there or not. 


Hank wondered if a day like this one—peaceful and 
relaxed and perfect—might not be even better if Justin 
would be there to laugh in all the empty spots. 


“Yeah,” Josie said, her head drooping on his shoulder. 
“Justin could be like Mommy, and be fun. And you could be 
Uncle Hank, and be safe.” 


Hank opened his eyes. Safe wasn’t really a dirty word, 
was it? Hank had grown up with not particularly safe—his 
mother had worked and he’d been the one getting Amanda 
dressed and walking her to school. There had not always 
been enough to eat, and sometimes a place to sleep hadn’t 


always been a lock, either. His mother had tried—every day, 
she’d tried—but she had ended up dour and grim. Her 
drama tended toward the cynical, and sarcasm had been 
her armor against disappointment. 


Fun and safe. It was like a super-hero duo, right? 


Hank was falling asleep with Josie too, but still, he 
waited until the special was over before he picked her up in 
her Dora the Explorer pajamas and put her to bed. 


“Think you can sleep here all night, Bunny?” he asked, 
tucking her new comforter under her chin. 


J 


“As soon as it feels like mine,” she mumbled. But she 
didn’t crawl into his bed that night, so that must have been 
progress, right? 


THE next day, as he fidgeted under the gimlet eye of the 
social worker, he hung on to that. 


“So she has her own room and her own bed,” the social 
worker said, ticking things off handily on a triplicate form. 
“And your job at the bank has checked out—you’re doing 
really well financially.” 


She glared at him and, given the grim financial 
climate, Hank managed a sheepish sort of smile back. 


“You really are,” the social worker said, cocking her 
head. “So the judge is going to want to know why the 
mother couldn’t stay here?” 


Hank looked desperately at Josie (who was playing on 
her bed again, ignoring the social worker in spite of her 
repeated attempts to get Josie to talk) and gave a nod to 
get the woman out of the room. 


She was a short Hispanic woman in her fifties, and 
Hank got the impression that nobody had given her a 


damned thing. Ever. Not even for her birthday. Well, Hank 
had grown up through birthdays like that too, and the one 
thing that he’d given himself was the promise that when he 
got to be the grown up, he would have it all together, and 
he’d done okay that way. No boyfriend check on his list, but 
other than that, he had the job, he had the kid, he had the 
house, and he was barely twenty-six. This woman could 
damned well cut him a break by not bringing up the “big 
drama” that he and Josie had tacitly agreed not to talk 
about. 


They got out to the hallway and the woman said, 
“Okay, so why didn’t you offer this sweet setup to your 
sister?” 

Hank glowered. “Because Amanda didn’t ask, okay? 
There was no asking, there was only leaving. Do you think 
if she’d asked, I would have said no?” 


Mrs. Ramirez fluffed her dyed black hair and raised a 
sculpted eyebrow. “So why wouldn’t she stay here?” 


Hank sighed. “I like rules,” he said, feeling like a six- 
foot three-inch dick. “I like knowing where my next 
paycheck is coming from, and having the dishes washed 
after they’re dirty. I like going to bed around the same time 
every night and knowing the people in my life are going to 
be right where I left them when I wake up.” 

Now both eyebrows were up. “That sounds like a 
perfect environment for a child.” 


“Well, it was for the four-year-old,” he said shortly. “I 
think the twenty-year-old was tired of those rules, and so 
she did what lots of children do and ran away.” 

Mrs. Ramirez nodded. “Fair enough. So, you want to 
make this situation permanent?” 

Hank’s heart gave an excruciatingly awkward lurch in 
his chest. “Yes,” he confessed. “I really love having her 
here.” He gestured vaguely back toward Josie. “We found a 


really nice daycare lady—Mrs. Watson, her name’s on the 
paperwork. I spent all Saturday remodeling her room, and 
I’ve adjusted my workout so the gym childcare guy is the 
one she really loves. I’ve started going running on my lunch 
hour so I don’t have to go to the gym so much when he’s 
not there. I’ve added her to my health insurance and she’s 
had a dentist appointment and a checkup and I just... I 
really like having her here. It’s hard—harder than anything 
I thought I’d do. I can see why Amanda bailed. But I don’t 
want to bail. I want Josie to know her people are right 
where she left them when she wakes up.” 


Mrs. Ramirez nodded some more and made some more 
checks on her list. Then she asked, “So, is there a missus 
Uncle Hank in the future?” 


Hank grimaced. He couldn’t lie about this. Hell, he 
couldn’t lie about anything, as that giddy, delirious night of 
truth with Justin had proven. But he certainly couldn’t lie 
about this. 


“Uhm, there might be mister Uncle Hank in the 
future,” he said, looking her gay in the eye. 


She nodded, not even batting a thickly gooped eyelash. 
“Have there been a lot of Mister Uncle Hank’s in the past?” 
she asked. “The judge is going to ask.” 


Hank thought. How long ago was Alan? “My last 
boyfriend was a year and a half ago,” he said frankly. “I 
don’t do random hook-ups, so it’s been a long dry spell—” 


“Any water in the future?” she asked, not even quirking 
her lipsticked mouth. Geez, what did it take to get this 
woman to smile? Admittedly, Hank wasn’t a laugh riot, but 
she was the one to crack the joke! 

“Uhm,” he said, wondering if she needed to know 
about Justin. At that moment there was a knock at the door 
and Hank looked at his watch. Wait, he wasn’t running late, 


right? He excused himself and opened the door, and Justin 
was Standing there with a box of doughnuts. 

“He-ey,” he said, grinning as he swished in. “My final 
was a breeze, and I wasn’t sure if you’d be back yet so I 
thought I’d check and here you are! My sister got some 
doughnuts from this place—ohmygah, you’ve got to taste 
these! They’re... they’re decadence in a pink....” 


Justin petered off as he set the pink doughnut box on 
Hank’s kitchen table. Hank was staring at him, torn 
between joy, because he was really happy to see him, and 
horror, because Mrs. Ramirez was not cracking any smiles. 


“Uhm, Justin?” Hank said, taking a few steps toward 
him. “This is Mrs. Ramirez, the social worker. She’s 
running a little late this morning. Mrs. Ramirez, this is 
Justin, he’s—” 

“Your rain man, isn’t he?” 

Justin raised an eyebrow. “I beg your pardon?” 


“His first boyfriend after a long dry spell,” Mrs. 
Ramirez said. 


“Well, I’m still sort of interviewing for the job,” Justin 
said, grinning at her now that he understood. “Would you 
like a doughnut? They are to die for!” 


Mrs. Ramirez sent a pointed look at Hank, who had 
offered her a cup of coffee, which she apparently didn’t 
drink. “I’d love one,” she said, reaching into the box. She 
chose a French cruller and took a bite, then closed her 
eyes. When she opened them, she was glaring at Hank all 
over again. 


“You should give this boy the job for the doughnuts 
alone. I'll tell the judge this is a nice, stable home, and you 
all have a Merry Christmas.” With that, she looked around 
the house. “You are going to decorate, aren’t you? You’ve 
only got three weeks!” 


“Oh yes,” Justin said, smiling at her and handing her a 
napkin—the icing was thick and flaking off onto her bright 
gold and black blazer. “Tonight—it’s going to be a thing.” 
He reached into the pocket of his windbreaker. “I even 
brought music!” he said, pulling out two CDs that looked 
freshly burned. 


Hank realized that he was just standing there, stupidly, 
looking at Justin like his last best hope, and with that, he 
closed the final distance between them and took the CDs 
out of his hands. 


“That’s a perfect idea,” he said softly, wishing they 
were the only two people in the room. Justin turned to him, 
radiating that absolute good will, and Hank ignored Mrs. 
Ramirez and the second disappearing doughnut, and kissed 
Justin on a chilly cheek, his lips actually tingling for 
something more. “Thank you,” Hank said sincerely. “Do you 
want to go get Josie ready while I close this up?” 


Justin’s smile was bright and white and brilliant as the 
sun. “Oh Josie!” he called, before breaking off eye contact 
with Hank and trotting down the hall. “Are you ready to go 
to the babysitter’s?” 


“Justin!” Josie squealed, as she rocketed out of her new 
bedroom and right into Justin’s arms. 


“He’s something else,” Mrs. Ramirez said, and for the 
first time all morning, Hank detected a little bit of warmth 
in her voice. 


“You have no idea,” Hank said, finally tearing his eyes 
off the two of them, chattering away in some secret kid 
language that Justin spoke fluently. “Now what do I have to 
sign to make sure she gets to stay here as long as she 
wants?” 


SIGNING the papers took a while, so Hank cleared it with 
childcare and let Justin take Josie to Mrs. Watson’s in 
Hank’s car. By the time Mrs. Ramirez left, Justin was 
pulling back into the driveway, and Hank walked out of his 
house with a feeling of relief. Six hours to go shopping, and 
then back to decorate the tree, and it was all, all in Justin’s 
company. 

Oh God. He hoped he didn’t screw this up. 

Justin rolled down the window. “Can I drive to the 
mall?” he asked. “I gotta tell you, Henry, this thing is sweet 
compared to that piece of crap I drive!” 

Hank had to laugh at Justin’s battered blue Ford Neon 
parked in front of his house by the curb. “Knock yourself 
out,” he said, settling down in the passenger’s seat. “But I 
have to tell you, it’s not nearly as much fun as my 
Mustang.” 

“Ohmygah, you had a Mustang!” 

The way Justin said it made Hank feel like he was an 
old superhero. Like ohmygah, you were able to fly? 

“Yeah—it was a recent model, though.” Because 
everyone knew the old restored ones were the best. 

“So why’d you get rid of it?” 

“I needed something sensible for Josie.” 

Justin grunted as he turned left on Madison, heading 
for the freeway. 

“We’re not going to Sunrise?” Hank was surprised— 
Sunrise Mall was the closest and the least crowded of the 
three major shopping networks in the area. 

“When we have the Galleria?” Justin asked with a huff, 
and Hank suppressed a groan. 

“Oh God,” he whined, “the crowds and the—” 


“Oh yes, Henry. There’s gonna be drama. Get over it. I 
love the Galleria at Christmas.” 


“T get lost,” Hank confessed. “I can never find my way 
around in the parking garage and—” 


“Well, it’s lucky you have me.” They were at a light and 
Justin cast a flirtatious glance to his right. “I shall be your 
guide through the fields of frantic holiday shoppers. You 
will come to depend on me. Ill be your Sherpa through the 
human mountain, your faithful Saint Bernard, guiding you 
through the shopping Alps, your Strider, hauling your poor 
hobbit ass through the perils of Middle Earth—” 


“My Gollum, prepared to dump my hobbit ass in the 
volcano,” Hank finished, although it was hard because he 
was fighting laughter with every word. 


“No-oo!” Justin protested. “I would never dump your 
ass in a volcano.” He gave one of those giggly smiles, the 
kind that was all teeth, and that popped his cheeks so close 
to his eyes that they got all squinchy. “I need to grope it 
first!” 

Hank’s laughter cut off with a swallow, and heat swept 
his body. Justin pulled his chin back into what Hank was 
thinking of as his meerkat pose, even though he kept two 
hands on the wheel. 


“You’re thinking about it right now, aren’t you,” Justin 
asked, waggling his eyebrows. 

“I... uhm... oh God.” Hank fought the temptation to put 
his face in his hands, and instead stared out the window. 
There was something about the gray skies of December 
that made the foothills look featureless as they drove to 
Roseville. But beyond that, Hank could see the mountains, 
and they’d always seemed to promise something great, 
something grand and perfect and magnificent. Hank had 
never questioned why his mother had moved to Reno—he’d 
only questioned why he’d chosen to remain in the valley. 


“How long’s it been, Henry?” 


“A year and a half.” Somehow, with his eyes focused on 
the mountains, that didn’t sound so pathetic. 

“You know, I, uhm, haven’t gotten much past second 
base, right? A year and a half, a total butt-virgin—it’ll be 
very Sweet Valley High.” 


Hank tried not to choke on his tongue. “God, you’re 
making a lot of assumptions,” he said when he’d recovered, 
and Justin thumped him on the back a couple of times to 
make sure he was done coughing. 

“No, no,” Justin said, and although his smile was more 
low key, it was still there. “See, you don’t get it. I mean, 
I’ve worked at the gym for two years, right? And I saw you 
from afar, and... man, do you have any idea how hot you 
are?” 

Could Justin hear him swallow? How about the 
screeching, rusty gears in Hank’s head, could he hear those 
too? “Uhm...” 


“I mean, you’ve got that whole ‘Don’t touch me’ thing 
going, but from afar, I’ve got to tell you, you starred in a lot 
of pornographic dreams, Henry. And suddenly you show up 
with this little girl, and anybody could see you were 
struggling. But I see parents and kids all the time, and I’ve 
got to tell you, you’re one of the good ones. You keep your 
patience—and man, when a kid’s got all the baggage Josie’s 
got, that’s not easy. I thought if she said ‘But Mommy never 
did tha-at!’ one more time, you were going to crack a tooth, 
you were grinding your jaw so hard. But you didn’t. And 
maybe you can’t see it, but she’s happier already. It’s only 
been a couple of months, but J can see that she’s happier. 
And I love kids, so you went from my ‘worship from afar’ to 
my ‘dream guy’, even though you were a dick, and I 
thought you were straight.” 


“I’m sorry about being a dick,” Henry mumbled, 
embarrassed down to his toes. 


“But see? Then you got all human on me the other 
night, and it’s official. I’m there, Henry. I’m... I’m in the 
United States of Henry right now. I’m ready for the Henry 
lifestyle. And I know you’ve only gotten your toes wet in 
Lake Justin right now, but I want you to come in, take a 
swim, and build your house out here, okay?” 


Hank was torn between laughing and hyperventilating, 
and he couldn’t seem to get a handle on either. Then Justin, 
eyes still on the road, put his hand on Hank’s knee, and the 
world slowed down, spun a little saner, became more a 
manageable, gravity driving mass and less a broken 
gyroscope on the edge of the abyss. 

Hank covered that hand with his own. “You don’t have 
any gloves,” he croaked, because it was cold and Justin’s 
hand was icy. 

“Yeah, well, I wasn’t planning on baring my soul to 
you. Some of that’s flop sweat.” 

Hank laughed a little and squeezed. “It was a good 
speech. No flopping. I’m still in the car.” 

“Good, Henry. It’s your car.” 

“You’re a really good human being, and I wasn’t very 
nice. And now I’m worried about hurting you. I’m sort of a 
selfish bastard—” 

“Bullshit. Start over.” 

“I am worried about hurting you.” 

“Let’s have us some sex, Henry, and then you can 
worry.” 

“Are you saying it won’t hurt if we don’t have sex?” 
Because as awesome as Justin’s hand felt in his own right 
now, that was really, really tempting. Pain was drama. 
Drama was overrated. 

“No,” Justin said, his voice gentle. “I’m saying that if 
we don’t have sex, this relationship will hurt, because it isa 


relationship. I’ve been dreaming about your kiss for two 
days, Henry. Don’t let me down because your chicken heart 
suddenly thinks we’re going too fast. Like I said, I can’t go 
too fast. I’m already there.” 


Oh God, so am I. Hank thought it, but he didn’t say it. 
He didn’t let go of Justin’s hand until Justin needed it to 
steer, either. 


“Hoo ....” Justin said a half hour later as they tooled 
through Toys “R” Us. “I can see why you wanted to see it 
for real. This close it’s sort of....” They both looked at the 
item Hank had picked out in the catalogue and at all of the 
accessories that were chained to the display board too. 


“Cheap,” Hank said grimly. “It’s cheap. It’s going to fall 
a—” 

“Ohmygah! Ohmygah ohmygah ohmygah!” Justin had 
disappeared to the end of the aisle, and he was... vibrating 
there, his feet dancing in place and his hands flapping up 
and down so quickly they blurred. “No, no, no, no, no,... 
Come here, Henry! You need to see this!” And that last part 
was superfluous because of course Hank was going to go 
over there—if nothing else because it looked like he was 
having a seizure and Hank might be needed to hold his 
head or something. 


“Oh.” Hank looked at it and could swear he saw a 
shining light from above beaming down upon it. It was just 
the display light, but still. 


“That is the best damned dollhouse I have ever seen,” 
he said, ignoring the fact that he had never really looked at 
a dollhouse until this point in his life. It was immaterial. 
The house itself was made of wood, but it was sized to 
accommodate everything from Barbie dolls to Bratz, 
although Hank was pretty partial to the smaller, detailed 


wooden dolls that came with it. He looked up from his gift 
trance and was disoriented for a moment, because Justin 
had disappeared again. Before Hank could even look 
around for him, he came back, pushing the cart through the 
crowded store with all the aplomb of a Maharajah in the 
Imperial Bazaar. 


“Here we go,” Justin said, squatting down and pulling 
out the first dollhouse on the shelf—and then setting it 
aside. 


“What are you doing?” Hank asked. He loved this gift. 
He wanted to hold it to his chest and hiss at anybody who 
came to touch it. Well, maybe he’d let Justin touch it. And 
Josie of course. Definitely Josie. But seriously, only the 
three of them. That was the circle of dollhouse trust. 
Anyone else was not invited. 


“We don’t want the first one,” Justin said logically. “It’s 
been picked up and looked at and fondled and rattled. We 
want the second or third one on the shelf—and here you 
are, my little beauty, come to Uncle Justin!” 


Justin straightened triumphantly, and Hank had never 
seen a more beautiful heart than the one Justin wore out 
for anyone to see in his smile. 


“Okay, we’ve got the house. Now the—” 


“And we want this one, and this one, and this one—” 
Justin was already picking out the accessories; Hank had to 
act fast or get left in the dust! 


“You want a big brother doll?” That was a little out of 
Josie’s detail range, wasn’t it? 

“It’s an Uncle Justin doll. And see here? It’s an Uncle 
Hank doll. He’s even got your scowl.” 


“Well, Uncle Justin has nothing near your smile,” Hank 
said without thinking, and his reward was that same smile, 
amped to the brightness scale of a solar flare, softened only 
by shining blue eyes. 


“You like my smile?” Justin asked wistfully, and Hank 
nodded, suddenly tongue-tied. 


“Very much,” he said, gnawing on his lower lip out of 
sheer shyness. 


If Justin hadn’t stood on tiptoe and kissed him right 
then, in the middle of Toys “R” Us, Hank might have been 
blind for life. But that was okay. It was a very nice kiss. 


THEY cleaned out Toys “R” Us. Well, not exactly, there were 
a lot of toys, and the boys side of the store was definitely 
untouched (although Hank set his eye on a set of three Nerf 
air-soft pistols to give Justin, because he thought those 
looked like fun) but generally, after the triumph of the 
dollhouse, they’d gone a little nuts. 


Everything. 
Hank wanted to buy her everything. 


He had not forgotten his common sense, though, and 
he did draw the line about ten gifts before Justin would 
have, but Hank figured that if he was tired shopping for the 
gifts, then Josie would be tired opening them on Christmas 
day. 

“But...” Justin whined as they cleared checkout. “What 
are we going to look for now?” 

Hank grinned at him, suddenly feeling like a kid 
playing hooky. 

“Anything we want!” he said, surprised, and Justin 
giggled. 

And then they went shopping. 

Oh, it was fun. They didn’t actually buy much, but they 
wandered into almost every store, picking things up and 
commenting and cracking random, juvenile jokes, revealing 
hidden things about each other just by talking. Hank 


learned that Justin had failed algebra twice, until his father 
just started feeding him answers to get him through, and 
that a complete helplessness with math was one of the 
reasons he wanted to teach the very young children instead 
of the older ones. He learned that Justin had one older 
sister still at home (which he’d known) and two older 
brothers who were still in the area (which he had surmised) 
and that his parents had set up a very nice, very adult 
agreement about letting him live at home. 


“T’ve got enough saved to move out,” Justin said, “but I 
like knowing someone will worry about me when I come 
home. Does that make me immature?” 


“No,” Hank said. “That makes you human.” 


Justin dragged him kicking and screaming into a 
woman’s bath shop, only to spray Hank with all of the 
scents in their men’s line, to see which one would smell 
best. 


“Justin,” Hank whined. “I’ve got Earth on my left wrist, 
Sky on my right wrist, and Ocean on my chest,” because 
Justin had missed, “what are you putting on me now?” 


“Oak,” Justin said absently, spraying Hank’s neck and 
hitting his mark this time. “Now shut up. I’m trying to 
smell.” He closed his eyes and stood on tip-toes, and 
inhaled, his nose very close to Hank’s neck. “Mm...” he said 
dreamily. “That’s your smell.” 


Hank blushed and bumbled backwards, almost running 
over the woman behind him, who did not look amused. “Do 
you have a smell?” he asked, flustered, and Justin smiled 
wickedly. 

“I’m all about Sky, baby, cause that’s where Oak is 
reaching for.” 

Hank’s lips quirked sideways. “Unless they’re burying 
their roots in Earth’s firmament,” he said, and Justin set the 
tester down and burst into giggles. 


“Let’s get out of here, big guy, before you make any 
more puns and hurt yourself.” 


And off they went. They bought some extra ornaments 
and garlands in their next stop, and then went and got Josie 
from Mrs. Watson’s, who was so excited she reminded 
Hank of Justin. 


“Oh boy! Oh boy! Is Justin gonna decorate with us? Oh 
is he, Uncle Hank?” 


After a short dinner, they jumped into the fray, letting 
Josie hang most of the ornaments below waist level. She 
ran to one or the other of them before each ornament, so 
they could examine it and tell her it was perfect, and then 
she placed it very carefully on the tree. Hank tended to 
prefer the Hallmark ornaments—his childhood trees had 
been filled with hand-me-downs and homemade—but this 
year, he was particularly proud to put a candy cane made of 
beads front and center. Josie had made it in daycare. 


Justin held her up so she could put the star on the top 
and then string tinsel garlands all around the living room, 
and Hank put a nail in the front door to hang the new 
wreath on. When he was done with that, he disappeared 
into the kitchen to make cocoa and came back, setting it on 
the coasters on the coffee table, and looking around. 


“It’s wonderful,” he pronounced, and Josie ran to give 
him a completely unsolicited, delighted hug. 


And then to ask him if she could watch Shrek again 
after her bath, which he’d forgotten about. 


But finally she was bathed and full of hot chocolate and 
her teeth were brushed, and Hank had read her one story 
and Justin had sung her a Christmas song in his sweet 
tenor, and she was fast, fast asleep. 


Hank came out of her bedroom to find Justin in the 
kitchen, cleaning up. 


And fell very much in love. Again. 


He moved behind that compact, vital body, placed his 
hands on Justin’s hips and started to kiss the back of his 
neck. Justin gasped and put the pot he was washing down 
in the sink, and simply leaned back into Hank’s arms and 
allowed him to.... 

To kiss him, his neck, his back, his ears, his jaw, his 
shoulders.... 

To touch him, his chest, his face, his stomach, his 
arms, his throat.... 


To feel him, pressed up against Hank’s front, a willing, 
warm human being who was moaning breathlessly and 
grinding back against Hank as he breathed, touched, and 
pillaged the young man who had come bouncing into his 
life and who showed no inclination of leaving. 


“You have to promise me something,” Hank whispered, 
and Justin moaned in return. “You have to promise me that 
no matter how this goes, you'll smile at me tomorrow 
morning, okay? I’m starting to depend on that smile. I need 
to see it when we leave the house.” 


“Deal.” 


Hank grabbed his shoulders and turned him around 
and took his mouth savagely, his breath sobbing in his 
throat when Justin matched him for urgency. He shoved his 
hands down the back of Justin’s jeans and pulled up his 
shirt, dying to feel bare skin, and was gratified when Justin 
did the same thing. Justin’s hands were warm and still a 
little damp, but Hank didn’t care. Skin-on-skin, after so 
long, it was amazing. 


Justin panted and bucked his hips forward, then pulled 
back from the kiss and leaned his head on Hank’s shoulder. 


“Please tell me your door locks.” 


“Yes,” Hank breathed back, reaching into Justin’s jeans 
and grabbing twin handfuls of taut yet squishy backside. 
“But we need to unlock it and get dressed when we’re 
done.” 


“Deal.” And then they were kissing, and Hank was 
walking Justin backwards to the bedroom, leaving the 
dishes in the sink and turning off lights as they went. 


The kiss didn’t stop when they got to the bedroom, but 
it did get interrupted as Hank pulled off Justin’s bright 
green sweater and the red ‘T-shirt underneath it. Justin 
obviously used the gym too, but his muscles were smaller, 
more compact, and his chest had maybe three hairs on it. 


“Does this mean,” Hank asked, kissing down Justin’s 
pec, “that I’m cradle robbing?” 


“Yeah, Henry.” Justin tipped his head back and 
appeared to enjoy every one of Hank’s perfectly placed 
kisses down the center of his chest. “They changed the age 


, 


of consent to read ‘age of chest hair’. 


Hank pulled away to snicker at him, and Justin knotted 
his fingers in Hank’s short hair and pushed him back to 
placing kisses on Justin’s nearly smooth chest. “If you suck 
on my nipple, I may come in my pants,” Justin promised, 
and Hank went for it, to see if that could really happen. 


It was a near thing. Justin’s uber-responsive body 
bucked under his mouth, and his grip tightened to the point 
of pain in Hank’s hair, so Hank moved to the next nipple to 
tease some more before shucking Justin’s pants and boxers 
in one go, and moving straight for ground zero. 


“Henry,” Justin whined, struggling to get his pants and 
his shoes off at the same time so he could lie back on the 
bed. “Jeez, just give it a little bit of a—” His shoes finally 


landed with a plop, along with his jeans, and Hank pushed 
him back on the bed and took Justin’s entire length into his 
mouth with one hungry shove. 


“Ohmygah!” Justin breathed, and Henry tightened his 
lips and pulled back, tasting skin, sweat, soap, and then 
pushing forward again as far down as he could go. Justin 
pounded the mattress in the sweet pain of almost instant 
arousal, and started to jerk hard. Hank hadn’t done this in 
a while—he took Justin’s cock in his fist and held tight, then 
clamped his mouth over the widely flared head and teased 
with his tongue, letting Justin thrust as hard and as fast 
and as wildly and—“ Ohmygah omygah omygah... fuck!” 


He surged forward and Hank swallowed, wanting all of 
it in his mouth, down his throat, the salty, the bitter, the 
surprisingly sweet, and Justin kept thrusting until every 
last bit of it was shot. When Justin made a sound of 
discomfort, Hank let go of his cock and pushed himself up 
onto the mattress, still hard and aching but content for a 
moment to just touch and see the first man he’d had in his 
bed in too long a time. He didn’t look Justin in the eyes, not 
yet. First he danced his fingertips across thighs—there was 
some fur on those, and black hair at Justin’s groin, proving 
that yes, in fact, Justin did have body hair. From the thighs, 
he stuck his tongue out and caught the edges of Justin’s 
oblique muscles and traced up while Justin held himself, 
quivering, and tried, Hank could tell, not to fall apart and 


giggle. 
Hank moved to his side and tried to give him a hickey, 


and Justin lost the battle, curling up defensively and 
giggling like a little kid. 


“Ohmygah, Henry! Way to kill a mood!” he said, still 
laughing, and Hank slid up to put his head on the pillow 
next to him and pulled Justin, giggles and all, into his arms. 
He dropped little kisses in Justin’s silky and enviably 


straight black hair, on his temple, on his cheek, and then, 
as the giggles stilled, on his mouth. Justin opened his 
mouth and returned the kiss and Hank made a sort of 
desperate sound and ground his still-aching groin. 


“What do you want?” Justin asked, tucking his hands 
under Hank’s shirt and sweater, and Hank closed his eyes 
and shuddered. 


“Just touch me,” he begged. “Just...” 


“Yeah,” Justin whispered. “Here, Henry, let’s take your 
clothes off.” 


There was some scrambling and some breathless 
giggling but in a few moments, Hank was naked and lying 
on the sheets across from Justin, who pressed a kiss on his 
mouth and then scooted closer and wrapped his arms and 
legs around Hank’s body, just pulling him into a full-length, 
skin-on-skin embrace that left Hank shuddering. 


“C’mere,” Justin whispered against his neck, even 
though Hank was solid in his arms and they couldn’t get 
any closer without penetration. Hank didn’t want that, 
though. He found he was clinging to Justin, aroused— 
painfully aroused—but needing Justin’s skin, and his 
kindness and his joy with every fiber, atom, skin cell, 
particle, electron, platelet and neuron in his body. “Shh....” 


Justin stroked his back and his sides and even his 
backside, and when Hank’s hips started to buck, he slid his 
hand between their bodies and grasped Hank’s cock. He 
stroked jerkily because there was no room for anything 
else, but Hank was so primed, so high off the thrill of being 
touched, that Justin’s stuttering, inexpert touch was all he 
needed. 


He climaxed hard, the hot come spurting between 
them. His vision went black, the orgasm convulsing him 
into Justin’s arms until he huddled there, still shaking. 


Justin held him, nothing delicate or fragile in his touch 
at all, until Hank got hold of himself and tried to pull back, 
if nothing else, to restore his dignity. 


Justin’s embrace only grew tighter. 
“Stay,” he whispered. “It’s okay. I’ve got you.” 


Hank wanted to laugh. It was ludicrous, wasn’t it? 
Hank was the banker; Justin was the fun guy the kids loved. 
Hank had the house; Justin lived with his parents. Hank 
took care of Josie like he’d taken care of Amanda, and 
Justin... oh God. He was taking care of Hank. He was. He 
was clutching Hank right up next to him, naked and 
vulnerable and unafraid in a way Hank had never been. 


Hank found himself breathing shakily into the hollow 
of Justin’s neck, taking everything he had to offer. 


HE WASN’T aware of the moment he managed to pull himself 
together, but it came. He drew back a little and yanked the 
comforter over the two of them to their chins. Justin 
laughed and pulled it over their heads and looked at him in 
the light shining through the deep gold comforter, and 
Hank blinked back, relieved that he was Hank again 
because he’d felt a little lost as Henry. 

“That was good,” Justin whispered, and Hank smiled 
and nodded, feeling excited like a kid at Christmas. 

“That was wonderful.” 

“Want to do it again?” 

For a moment he almost said no, they had to go to 
sleep, they both worked in the morning blah blah blah blah. 
Of course then it hit him; he had Justin, and he was naked, 
and he was in Hank’s bed, horny, and ready for a (hopefully 
slower) second round. 


Common sense reasserted itself in a hurry. 


“Oh God, yes,” he said, closing in for a kiss, and 
Justin’s laughing mouth opened for him and their secret 
hiding place from all the scary things in the world kept 
them safe while they made love again. 


Drama 


CHRISTMAS Eve loomed in four days, and Hank was waiting 
for the other shoe to drop. 


It had to, right? 
He’d just been so damned happy. 


Yes—work, Josie, clean the house, repeat daily as 
necessary—all of that was still there. But, like he’d 
imagined, having Justin to fill the quiet places in all that 
routine also filled the empty places in Hank. Having him 
spend the night—quite a lot of them, for two weeks—well, 
damn. 


Hank could never remember waking up every morning 
and being so incredibly grateful. 


Josie had woken up that first night that Justin slept 
over and tiptoed into Hank’s room. (He’d expected this— 
they were both chastely dressed in sleep shorts and T-shirts 
by then.) Hank had walked her back to her own this night, 
but she’d seen Justin, still sleeping, on the other side of the 
bed. 


“Will he be here in the morning?” she’d asked, as he 
pulled the covers up to her chin. 

“Yes,” Hank said, not doubting it for a moment. 

“Good,” she yawned. “I can sleep if he’s going to be 
here.” 

Hank had no idea how that worked, but as he’d gone 
back to bed and pulled Justin against him, he’d thought 
blearily that it was probably just magic. 


So Two weeks later, the biggest thing he was stressing 
about was what to get Justin for Christmas. He’d gone back 
to the bath shop and bought Sky—the entire line, bath 
scrub, body spray, shaving cream, man-sturizer, the works! 
But it didn’t seem enough. Although it was personal, maybe 
the most personal thing he’d ever bought for a man (Alan 
had preferred gift certificates and DVDs) it just didn’t 
encompass all of the good things, all of the hope and the joy 
and the oxygen that Justin had brought into his life. 

So when Hank sat down at his desk after his lunchtime 
run, the question of whether gloves were lame as a gift and 
a worry about taping the Charlie Brown Christmas special 
on television that night were the only two things on his 
mind. 

And then his desk phone rang and his world ended. 

“Henry! How ya doin’, big brother? How’s my baby 
girl?” 

Hank had heard about a person’s “bowels turning to 
ice,” but even though he’d been in a car wreck when he 
was seventeen, he’d never had it happen to him. 


Until now. 


He almost hung up the phone, but like social niceties, 
cowardice wasn’t his strong suit either. 

“Hello, Amanda,” he said, pulling out the files he’d 
been planning to review and a pen and pretending like this 
was any other office call. “You couldn’t use my cell phone?” 

“Didn’t want you to hang up on me,” she said impishly. 
“You can’t turn the office phone off!” No one had ever said 
she was stupid. 

“Yes, well, only cowards run away,” he said coldly and 
was not surprised to hear her gasp. 

“That’s not fair, Henry! I was desperate!” 


“You were tired!” he snapped back. “And I totally 
would have helped you out, but you didn’t ask for that, did 
you! You just...” his voice threatened to shake and break 
and he took a deep breath. “You abandoned your child, and 
you were just lucky you left her with me, because Josie’s in 
a good place now. I’m just waiting to see what fresh hell 
you’ve got waiting for your daughter now.” 


“Henry! Don’t be mean to me! I want to come back!” 


“Why?” Hank lashed out, hating himself but unable to 
stop. “So you can dress her up like a doll and parade her in 
front of your friends? So you can leave her alone while you 
go to the movies? Yeah, Amanda—she told me about that. 
She told me that you snuck out while she was sleeping, and 
she told me about different men every morning.” 


“God, the kid’s a freakin’ narc!” Amanda whined, and 
Hank took a deep breath and tried to control himself. 
This... this blame thing wasn’t going to help the situation. 
Besides that, his voice was rising, and his co-workers were 
eyeballing him and, dammit, he didn’t like drama! 


“What did you need, Amanda?” Hank asked, because 
that had to be the only reason she called, right? 


“T just...” Amanda’s voice dropped. “I just wanted to 
see her, that’s all,” she said. “I... I was passing through 
town and I wanted to wish her a Merry Christmas. Is that 
so freakin’ bad?” 


Oh hells. “No,” he said shortly, running his fingers 
through his hair. No. It wasn’t. Amanda was young, and it 
was Christmas, and it wasn’t so freakin’ bad to want to see 
your family at Christmas. “Are you going to try to take her 
from me?” he asked, surprised when he said it, shocked at 
how close this fear was to the surface. 

“I wouldn’t mind if she wanted to come with me!” 
Amanda said excitedly. “I’ve got this sweet setup in Lincoln 
now, and my boyfriend says he likes kids and wouldn’t mind 


her. My best friend lives in the same complex and we’ve got 
a pool and—” 


“Please,” he said, his voice tinny and echoing in his 
ears. “Please rethink that,” he said when he could get his 
breath. “The social worker just okayed her for my house, 
and we’ve got a routine and a daycare worker and....” Oh 
God. Justin and Josie, they were... they were his home and 
his everything. She couldn’t just swoop in and take half his 
everything, could she? “I fixed up her room and we’ve got 
plans for Christmas.” No, oh please, Amanda, I gave you all 
my toys when we were kids, I fed you, I walked you home 
from school, and I never wanted anything, being your 
family was enough. Please don’t take this thing, this one 
thing, away from me when it’s so close to all I ever wanted. 


“Oh Henry!” Amanda laughed. “God, you’re so uptight! 
She’s a kid! She’ll be fine wherever she is. Some television, 
some McDonald’s, she’s all good!” 


“Right,” Hank said bitterly. “Because God knows we 
both turned out just fine!” 


There was a wounded silence on the other end of the 
line, and then Amanda inhaled. Hank recognized that 
inhale—it was the sound Amanda made right before she 
dug her heels in. 

“T’ll be there tonight. Il let you know if I’m taking her 
with me then.” 

Amanda hung up and Hank was left at his work desk, 
shivering, trying to tell himself that those were not tears 
burning tightly in the back of his throat. 

Suddenly he wanted Justin. He needed Justin. He told 
his supervisor that he was not feeling well and excused 
himself from his afternoon, then made a beeline for the 
gym. 

When he got there, he flashed his ID and went straight 
back to the gym daycare, so focused on talking to Justin 


that he actually stopped short when he heard Justin’s voice 
come out of an empty workout classroom to his left. 


He didn’t sound happy. 


“Justin! Baby!” came a female voice that Hank dimly 
identified as Justin’s supervisor. “You’ve got to calm down. 
It sounds like things are going great—I don’t know what 
your problem is!” 


“You don’t get it, Jackie!” Justin wailed, and as Hank 
backed up and leaned against the wall, the better to 
eavesdrop, just hearing his voice—even distraught—eased 
something in Hank’s chest and slowed his heartbeat. Justin 
charmed children, small animals, grim social workers, and 
Hank. Surely, Justin would find a way to convince Amanda 
that Josie needed to stay with him, stay with them, so this 
warm, almost painfully gratifying sensation of home didn’t 
need to evaporate like sweat after a run. 


“What don’t I get? He’s a nice guy, he likes children— 
hell, he Aas one built in—and I’ve seen him look at you. I 
think he sort of worships you. It’s weird. What’s the 
problem?” 


“He doesn’t like drama,” Justin said, and Hank 
grimaced. Well, he’d made that clear, hadn’t he? “And I 
want to bring him home. Home. You’ve met my mother! 
She’ll call in the whole family and they’ll grill him and I'll 
be coming out too and there will be tears and... drama! 
And... I... I don’t want to scare him off, but... it’s so stupid.” 
Justin’s voice broke a little. “I just want to bring him home 
for Christmas.” 


Hank found himself laughing a little—not from Justin’s 
misery, because he was pretty sure he could put an end to 
that—but from Justin’s enthusiasm. The way his voice broke 
on “Christmas,” the way his enthusiasm had to be 
measured in joules and not degrees. Oh God, how had Hank 
made it? How had he made it through the first week of 


parenthood, through his whole adult life thus far, without 
knowing Justin? 

He opened the door then and stepped inside. “Hey, 
Jackie,” he said, smiling a little, “can Justin and I have a 
minute?” 

She was a wide-hipped, buxom girl with corkscrewed 
brown hair, and she nodded, looking grateful. “You guys 
have fifteen minutes before the next class, ’kay?” With that, 
she shouldered her way out into the hallway, leaving Hank 
and Justin alone. 

Hank opened his arms and gestured with his hands 
and Justin flew into his chest and sniffled. Hank clung to 
him, kissing his temple and fighting back a smile in the 
wake of his obvious misery. 

“You heard everything?” Justin asked after a moment 
and Hank nodded. 

“Uhm-hm.” 

“Tm sorry.” 

“It’s okay, drama queen, you didn’t scare me off.” 

“No?” Justin looked up at him hopefully, and Hank 
shook his head. 

“No. But I do have a request.” 

Justin’s wide blue eyes were shiny and his lashes were 
spiked with tears as he looked up and nodded. It was an 
appealing look—helpless and vulnerable like that—but 
Hank knew better. Justin was plenty strong. 

Hank kissed his forehead. “Tell your mom that you’re 
gay first, and then ask if Josie and I can come to Christmas 
Eve dinner.” 

Justin wrinkled his forehead. “But—” 

“Yeah, I know Alan and I did it that way. But I needed 
the hand, because my mom wasn’t exactly the warmest 
person, and I never felt safe. Not even with Alan. The whole 


reason he agreed to come was because he didn’t think I 
had the balls to do it. Not with mom. Not with anyone, 
really,” he said, and he knew that would hurt Justin, but he 
didn’t know how to make it not. He held Justin a little 
tighter. “I’m working on that part, okay?” 


Justin nodded. 


“If your parents are the people you’ve told me about— 
the people who made you—you don’t need me for this. But I 
need to know I’m not walking Josie into Drama Kitchen on a 
holiday, okay?” 

Justin choked on a hiccup. “Oh. Oh God. Ohmygah! 
You’re right! I’m so stupid! I didn’t even think! I was just 
thinking about you and I didn’t even think about Josie 
ohmygah ohmygah ohmygah—I’m so sorry!” 


Hank closed his eyes really tight and kissed him, 
thinking their ten minutes were about up. “Justin, you’re a 
total drama queen, and I love you. You’re wonderful,” he 
stated. “Josie needs you in her life. So do I.” Oh God, he 
made it sound like they were going into battle or 
something. But he couldn’t help it. He needed to call the 
social worker and he needed to get himself all ready to talk 
to his baby sister and to make a case for her letting her 
baby stay with him. 


He pulled away and backed up. “I, uhm, I’m not going 
to be coming to the gym tonight—” 


“Are we still on for later?” Justin asked, instantly upset, 
and Hank hesitated. “What? I’m not good enough to come 
over anymore? Didn’t you just say ‘I lo...’. Omygah! You 
did! You did say the L word, and now you’re running 
away?” 

Hank backed up; he knew he was leaving Justin 
confused as hell, but he felt powerless to do this any other 
way. All his railing against drama, how was he supposed to 


let Justin see him falling apart like a lost child if Amanda 
stole their little girl? 


“Call me when your shift’s over,” he said, reaching 
behind him for the handle. “We’ll talk then, okay? You’re 
perfect, and don’t forget to ask your mom about Christmas 
Eve.” And with that he fled, leaving Justin gaping after him, 
aware that he hadn’t told Justin why he was there in the 
first place. 


‘THE next few hours were agony. 


He called the social worker from in front of the 
daycare lady’s house. Mrs. Ramirez once again confirmed 
what he’d known, which was that Amanda had every right 
in the world to come sweep Josie out of his home. 


“Can I get her to sign something that makes that not 
possible?” he asked, and Mrs. Ramirez sniffed. 


“We do have papers where a parent agrees to 
relinquish custody. Odds are good she could overturn it if 
she changes her mind, but in the meantime—” 


“Tt’ll take her a while to change her mind. Can she sign 
them today?” 


There was a sigh over the phone and Hank almost 
imagined Mrs. Ramirez felt a little bit of pity for him. “Now 
Mr. Calder, you know we don’t work that fast. But if you 
like, we can start drawing them up, then the next time you 
see your sister, we can see about doing that.” 


Hank thought about screaming, but he didn’t. That was 
drama neither of them needed. “Okay, then. Let’s draw up 
something legal, and yeah. If Amanda doesn’t... if we can, 
we can get her to sign them.” 


He clicked off then and went in to get Josie. He’d 
promised her a chance to make decorations tonight, and he 


figured since there was no gym and he was off a little early, 
he could make good on that promise even if Amanda came 
and took her away, and there were no more promises ever. 


Melodramatic, Henry. Don’t be melodramatic. 


They made little drums out of felt and toilet paper 
rolls, and then they made wreaths with little bows using 
beads and pipe cleaners. When they were done with that, 
they moved on to foamies, and he helped her decorate little 
picture frames. He pulled out the pictures he’d had taken 
at Sears with her and painstakingly glued them to the back 
of the frames. 


“Now who do we want to give these to?” he asked, 
forcing himself to look at them dispassionately. He’d had 
them taken in November, and she had sat so stiffly in his 
arms. He’d had an idea that if they had a picture up on the 
mantelpiece, she’d believe that this place, his house, was 
where she belonged. 

“Mrs. Watson,” Josie said eagerly, and Hank thanked 
Heaven for good daycare services, and set that one aside. 

“Good. Who else?” 

“Cee Cee—she’s the girl with the black hair at Mrs. 
Watson's.” 

“Very nice. Who else?” 

“Justin—Justin will want one, right?” 

Hank nodded. “Yeah. Exactly. Justin would really want 
one.” If Amanda took Josie, Justin would probably cry his 
eyes out over that picture—but he’d still want it. God, 
Justin was so much braver than Hank was. 

“Good,” Josie said, putting an extra sticker on Justin’s 
frame. “We should have new pictures taken, with you and 
me and Justin, and then we could give one to Mommy.” 

Hank wondered if his lungs could freeze, right along 
with his bowels. “You think your mom would like one of 


those?” 


“Yes. Then she could see our family. She’d be happy, to 
see our family.” 


Hank nodded, and the ice spread to his whole body. He 
was numb, he thought gratefully. He was numb, and he’d 
just do this. He had her help make dinner—omelets tonight, 
and she got to pour in the egg mixture and sprinkle the 
cheese and the spinach and the tomatoes, and then she 
spooned sour cream on top of both the omelets on the 
plate. He set her at the table on her booster seat, and sat 
kitty corner to her, like he had for the last three months. 
When Justin ate with them, he sat on her other side. For a 
moment, a bare moment, Hank wished he’d invited Justin 
over, had begged him to come over, in fact, so he could 
have that one memory of the two of them at his dinner 
table, but he blocked that thought out before it could level 
him. 

Decorations, dinner, bath, television, book, song, bed. 
It was their routine, and it was soothing, and Hank couldn’t 
live every goddamned second in a state of freaking out. 
When bedtime rolled around, he put her to bed with a hug 
and a kiss. He looked around her room, wondering if he 
should have packed her clothes, and then it hit him. 


Nine o’clock, and Amanda wasn’t here. Maybe she 
wasn’t coming? 


“Is Justin coming over?” Josie asked sleepily, and he 
bent down and kissed her one more time. 


“Maybe,” he said, and for the first time that evening, 
the little ice skin that had congealed over his heart chipped 
large, and he had to take a deep breath to keep everything 
from spilling out onto the shoulders of a very small, and at 
this moment, very content little girl. “He had something to 
do when he got off work, but he said he was going to try.” 


“Good,” Josie whispered. “Tell him ‘night for me.” 
“Night, Bunny. Love you.” 


“Love you too,” she whispered, and even though she 
said it a lot, almost every night, he promised himself he’d 
never forget that she did. 


He went out into the living room afterward, and stood, 
at a loss. All set for drama and none had arrived. He pulled 
out his phone to call Justin when he heard a creak on the 
porch and then, sniffing, smelled cigarette smoke. 


Very quietly he opened his front door and went outside. 


Amanda was sitting on the bench out on his front 
porch, and judging by the butts in the empty coffee cup at 
her side, she’d been there for quite some time. 


“Jesus, Amanda! It’s freezing out here!” It was, in fact, 
dank and foggy and damp. He wasn’t wearing a coat and he 
shoved his hands in his khaki pockets in basic reaction. 


“Td noticed,” she said softly, inhaling. She lifted her 
shoe and stubbed the butt out on the sole, then dropped it 
in the coffee cup, breathing out smoke while she did so. 
Hank looked at her, trying to radiate disapproval, but it was 
hard. She had blond hair and brown eyes, just like Josie, 
but her hair was straight and Josie’s was starting to curl, 
like Hank’s did. 

“Why didn’t you come in?” he asked, and she 
shrugged. 

“You two, you had your thing. I saw you, right? Sitting 
on the couch, watching television, reading, bath time. All 
that shit you used to do for me, except you were... hell, ten, 
right?” 

“Yeah.” 

She was wearing jeans and an old denim jacket with a 
pink hooded sweatshirt underneath it. When she looked up 


at him, he could almost imagine that she was a child again 
and he was taking care of her this time, and not her 
daughter. 


“I knew, right?” she said, looking at him, her eyes 
filling. She wiped them with the back of her hand and just 
kept talking, her voice roughened by grief and cigarettes. 
“I knew when I brought her here that you’d take care of her 
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“I could have taken care of you too,” he said, and she 
half-laughed. 


“Yeah, well, Henry, I don’t seem to do really well with 
that.” 


He sighed and leaned against the house, shoving his 
hands deeper inside his pockets. “I’d noticed.” 


“You didn’t tell her I was coming, did you?” It was a 
question, and Hank had to answer, when he’d been putting 
off the answer even for himself. 

“No.” 

“Why?” 

“Because I really hoped you wouldn’t show up.” 

She sighed and pulled up her knee so she could rest 
her chin on it. “My boyfriend would take her in you know. 
We could have a really cute little family.” 

“Yeah?” 

“But he wants, like, a kid of his own. I don’t know if I 
could do both kids.” She shuddered, and he did too. But he 
couldn’t make her stop smoking or take care of herself or 
make her take birth control. He could only do a small set of 
things to make his world work. His job, Josie, taking care of 
the house. And Justin. 

“I want custody,” he said, ignoring her little hurt gasp. 
“Legal custody.” His voice broke a little. “All I thought of all 
day was you coming here and taking her away, and I can’t 


do that, Amanda. I’ve been a stand-up guy. I’ve done right 
by you. All I want is just a promise that you won’t take her 
away from me.” 


“You can’t make me do that!” she snapped, standing 
up, and he shook his head, not looking at her so he could 
talk. 


“I know I can’t. But next time you come by, lll have 
papers for you to sign anyway. Think about it, Amanda. It 
won’t be hanging over your head like a broken promise. 
You give me custody, and next time, you can come in the 
house, and you won’t have to feel bad. She won’t expect 
anything of you, she’ll just be happy to see you.” 


“Yeah?” Amanda asked, her voice uncertain, and Hank 
looked up quickly into brown eyes so very like his own. 
“She’ll be happy to see me?” 


“Ecstatic,” Hank said, his voice raspy. “She’d be 
thrilled to see you now.” 


Amanda shook her head. “I couldn’t,” she said. Now 
her voice broke too, and he could see what this visit had 
cost her, and how high the price had been of not knocking 
on his door. “You think I don’t remember, Henry. You think 
I’m not grateful. But I remember. I remember how you 
made a home when Mom couldn’t. I saw you doing the 
same things with my little girl and I thought, ‘Yeah. That’s 
why I brought her here.’ And suddenly it seemed like the 
best thing I’d ever done.” 

“She has her own room.” Hank wiped his eyes across 
his sweatshirt. “It’s pink, with purple trim—” 

“Like cake icing,” she said, smiling a little. It had been 
the room she’d always wanted. It was how he knew how to 
decorate it. 

“Yeah.” 

She nodded and threw herself into his arms 
unexpectedly, smelling like coffee and cigarettes, and not 


like little girl at all. He hugged her back. 
“Take care of her, okay?” 
“I promise.” 


“TIl come back after Christmas, maybe, and sign those 
papers.” 

He half-sobbed into her shoulder, the relief making him 
weak, and Amanda pulled away from him, wiping her eyes 
some more. A pair of headlights paused at the end of 
Hank’s driveway, and Hank looked up to see Justin’s old 
Dodge Neon parking behind Hank’s practical Hybrid, 
instead of next to it. 


“Who’s that?” Amanda asked with a small frown. 
“My boyfriend. He adores Josie.” 


Amanda half laughed and then backed away. “Well, I’m 
gonna leave before this goes all drama queen on me.” She 
looked into Hank’s eyes again and nodded. “Bye, big 
brother. See you ’round.” 


She trotted off the porch and hopped into her battered 
gray Corolla, barely waiting for Justin to get across the 
driveway before she backed out. Hank found that his knees 
weren't working right, and he slid into the porch bench like 
warm Jell-O. 


“Who was that?” Justin asked, his nose wrinkled at the 
smell of cigarettes. “And jeez, Henry, why’d you let her turn 
this place into an ashtray?” 

Hank took a few minutes before answering—long 
enough for Justin to stop and get a good look at him, and 
then to come closer and wipe off Hank’s cheeks with his 
thumbs. 

“Your face is freezing, Henry,” Justin said softly. “Want 
to come inside?” 

Hank shook his head. “Did I ever tell you about the day 
Josie came to stay with me?” he asked. 


“No.” 


It wasn’t that long ago, it really wasn’t, but Hank felt 
like a whole other person now. 


“See, Amanda had her, and every so often she’d call up 
on Josie’s birthday or before holidays, and Mom and I 
would meet her somewhere and celebrate. We never knew 
when her number would change or when her cell phone 
would be working, so after a while, we just stopped calling, 
and started to depend on those random phone calls. And 
then we went for like, three months, with no Amanda, no 
Josie—Mom and I were getting worried, but we had no way 
to track them down, and then, the day after Josie’s birthday 
in October, they just showed up on my porch.” 


Justin was still standing in front of him, so Hank took 
advantage of that and wrapped his arms around Justin’s 
thighs so he could rest his face against Justin’s middle. 
Justin stroked his hair, and Hank relaxed into him—and 
kept on talking. 


“So they get here, and I’m happy, but I’m nagging too. 
Where’ve they been, is Amanda smoking again, why didn’t 
she call—you know, all that big brother bullshit that just 
makes Amanda skittish as all hell, but I get them inside, 
and give Josie the birthday present I bought in the hope 
that I’d see her. Josie says she’s hungry, so I start cooking 
up some hot dogs, right? And while I’m getting the pot out 
and filling it with water, Amanda says, ‘Going out for a 
smoke, Henry’!” 

Hank laughed a little into Justin’s windbreaker. Justin 
was Shivering by now, but Hank couldn’t stop telling the 
story long enough to get up and get them inside. 

“And?” Justin prompted into the silence, and Hank 
shivered this time. 

“And that was it,” he said. “That was it. I spent my time 
playing with Josie and the doll, and then the hot dogs are 


done, and I get Josie a plate. I go outside to tell Amanda 
that I’ve got lunch, such as it is, and all of Josie’s clothes 
are on the porch, and Amanda is gone. She’d parked on the 
curb that time. I didn’t even hear her start the car.” 


“And that was the last you heard from her—” 


Hank nodded. “Until she called me this afternoon and 
showed up on my porch.” 


Justin jerked back from him suddenly, and Hank 
couldn’t blame him. “Oh. My. God. Henry! You knew? There 
I was blubbering about my own petty bullshit problems and 
you knew!” 


Henry sat there and looked up at him, feeling like a 
little kid. “Don’t be mad,” he begged, closing his eyes. “I 
just... I couldn’t. It was your drama, and it was sweet, and 
you were worried about your family and I didn’t want to 
take that away. But you see? You see why I didn’t want the 
drama at first, right? Because if something so... so quiet 
could totally turn my life upside down, I was just fucking 
terrified of real drama. Just scared to death that it would 
rip me apart and just leave me in little bleeding pieces, 
right?” 

Justin’s expression softened and he came closer. He 
tried to put his hands on Hank’s shoulders but Hank was 
too agitated; he shot up from the bench, forcing Justin to 
take a step back while he got this out, laid it into the world 
so maybe the moonlight could kill it. 


“So when I heard your meltdown this afternoon, it was 
like... it was like wonderful,” Hank said. “Because there 
you were, and everything in you was there for me to see, 
and it was okay. It didn’t hurt. I could help you fix it and it 
made me happy. So I started thinking about those turkeys 
in the snow, remember?” 


Justin nodded, mutely, and Hank wondered if maybe he 
wasn’t going to be the one who was too crazy to keep. “So, 


they freaked out with the snowflakes and hurt each other, 
but... but that wasn’t the deadliest thing. The deadliest 
thing was the quiet stuff, the fox that didn’t make any 
noise. With you, Illl always know where you stand. God, 
baby, you make a lot of noise, and I sort of love that about 
you, is that okay? Is that—” 


Justin then did something Hank didn’t expect—he 
grabbed Hank’s arms and pulled Hank’s mouth down for a 
kiss. Hank opened his mouth and tasted salt, and realized 
that here he was, the anti-drama queen, and he was the one 
crying and freezing on his porch, and maybe he should 
know better. 


But Justin was wrapping his strong arms around his 
shoulders and pulling him in for a hug, and Hank thought 
that maybe he should wait until he stopped shaking to 
change anything. 

“I love you too, Henry,” Justin said, and Hank rested 
his wet cheek in Justin’s straight, soft hair, and wondered if 
he could pull himself together enough to get them inside. 


Eventually. 


Eventually they got inside and Hank showed Justin the 
pictures and told him about the plan to have one taken of 
the three of them. 


Eventually Justin told Hank about telling his mother 
and father the big “secret.” 


“So what’d they say?” Hank asked, fixing them some 
coffee laced with chocolate to warm them up since they 
were both still cold. 


Justin looked aggrieved. “Would you believe it? My 
mother said, ‘Wait—haven’t you told us this already?’ and 
Dad said, ‘No, dear, we just imagined he did.’” 

Hank found himself laughing as he handed Justin his 
mug. “Classic,” he said, loving that story. “So, are Josie and 
I still invited to dinner?” 


“Yup,” Justin said, nodding. “In fact, Mom was in 
seventh heaven. She was like ‘Ohmygah! Instant 
grandchild!’ You may become her favorite son.” 


“I doubt it. But good. I look forward to Christmas with 
her.” They settled into the living room, and Justin brought 
up the Big Bad and Hank blessed him for it. 


“So, your sister. She didn’t even come in?” 


Hank breathed out. “No,” he said. “But she may come 
back after Christmas to sign some custody papers for me.” 


Justin sighed. “Henry, you know I’m still a little pissed, 
right?” 
Hank studied his coffee. “I’m sorry.” 


“You should be! Going through all that alone. Hurts my 
fucking feelings, you know that, right?” 


“I’m sorry,” Hank said again. He looked up and clasped 
Justin’s hand, and for a moment they were silent. “We had 
history,” Hank said after a pause. “There was stuff that... 
that I needed to say to my baby sister, that’s all. Next time, 
I swear. If it involves Josie or involves us, you’ll be in the 
know.” 


“That’s not good enough,” Justin snapped, and Hank 
jerked back, startled. “Not just if it involves Josie or 
involves me—what if it hurts you, do you understand that? 
You’re a mess, Henry Calder. Not the kind that drives off 
and leaves a kid, no, but look at you—you knew this all day 
and you didn’t talk to me?” Justin set his coffee down on 
the table without a coaster, which was good because he 
was starting to gesture and Hank was worried he’d scald 
himself. At no time did he release Hank’s hand, though, and 
that was a better thing. 

“What if she’d taken her?” Hank asked. He set his 
coffee down too, because his hands were getting slick with 
sweat just thinking about it. 


“Yeah, Henry!” Justin let go of his hand long enough to 
turn around and face him on the couch. “What if your sister 
had come and taken her away! What about that? You didn’t 
even tell me to come over after! What would you have done 
if I’d called? Were you just going to tough it out like a 
frickin’ man?” 

Hank couldn’t look at him. “I am sort of a frickin man,” 
he said, and Justin slugged him hard in the arm. “Ouch!” 
Hank whined, rubbing the tender spot, and Justin shook his 
hand out and yelped. 


“God, that sucks! Bitch-slapping is totally underrated!” 


“Well, don’t do it!” Hank snapped, taking Justin’s hand 
in his and rubbing the wrist to make sure there was no 
permanent damage. 


“Well, you were being stupid! I totally care about you— 
I want to be the guy who throws the pity party and the guy 
who rides clean up. No ‘toughing it out on my own’ bullshit 
—next time your world is going to fall apart, tell me!” 


Hank stopped massaging Justin’s wrist and looked up 
to meet his eyes instead. “Okay,” he said quietly. “I 
promise.” 

“I take that seriously, Henry.” 

“I do too.” 

Justin nodded. “I’m going to live. Can you come over 
here and kiss me now? I want to skip the preliminaries and 
get you in bed now. I sort of kind of need to touch you.” 

Hank all but tackled him as he sat. They barely made it 
to the bedroom, and when Hank climaxed into Justin’s 
eager mouth, he had to bite his palm because he was afraid 
he’d wake Josie with the sound he wanted to make. 

When they were done, and Justin was where Justin 
needed to be, with his head on Hank’s shoulder and his 


hand gliding across Hank’s chest, Hank played with his hair 
and drifted in and out of sleep. 


He must have dreamt a little, too, because the next 
morning, waking up with Justin’s arm around his waist and 
Josie’s usual request (demand!) for breakfast, he felt like he 
had glimpsed the future. 


Nothing specific, really—just the basics. 


He’d seen Christmas Eve, meeting Justin’s parents, 
and being hugged within an inch of his life. Justin’s mother 
had adopted Josie on sight, and suddenly Josie had a happy, 
smiling woman to look to, to maybe grow into, with some 
love and care to help. 


He’d seen Christmas morning, after he and Justin had 
spent all night wrapping gifts and stacking them under the 
Christmas tree. Josie had been happy and excited and 
delighted and joyful, and she’d squealed and shrieked and 
all of the little girl things that Hank had always wanted for 
Amanda, but he’d never been able to give. 


He’d seen beyond that, to a New Year’s Eve in Justin’s 
arms, and a Valentine’s dinner when he asked Justin to 
move in. 


He’d seen beyond that, even to Josie’s first day of 
school and volunteering in her class and hearing her tell 
him about her day, and even beyond that to being in the 
audience with Josie when they watched Justin get his 
degree. 

He’d seen an entire lifetime in those magic glimpses in 
and out of sleep, and it was filled with laughter and sadness 
and joy and disappointment—and, by necessity, drama. 

He slept that night secure in the knowledge that he 
was proud to be part of the human play. 





Come home for holiday romance. 
Get the whole package of stories at 


http://www.dreamspinnerpress.com 


Amy LANE is a mother of four and a compulsive knitter who 
writes because she can’t silence the voices in her head. She 
adores cats, knitting socks, and hawt menz, and she 
dislikes moths, cat boxes, and knuckle-headed 
macspazzmatrons. She is rarely found cooking, cleaning, or 
doing domestic chores, but she has been known to knit up 
an emergency hat/blanket/pair of socks for any occasion 
whatsoever or sometimes for no reason at all. She writes in 
the shower, while commuting, while taxiing children to 
soccer/dance /karate/oh my! and has learned from 
necessity to type like the wind. She lives in a spider- 
infested, crumbling house in a shoddy suburb and counts 
on her beloved Mate, Mack, to keep her tethered to reality 
—which he does while keeping her cell phone charged as a 
bonus. She’s been married for twenty-plus years and still 
believes in Twu Wuv, with a capital Twu and a capital Wuv, 
and she doesn’t see any reason at all for that to change. 


Visit Amy’s web site at http://www.greenshill.com. You can 
e-mail her at amylane@greenshill.com. 


More Daily Dose 
and Advent Calendar packages 





ar s 


E a Bd 








i oa ae (Ps 
—— 3 
I 


http://www.dreamspinnerpress.com 


Turkey in the Snow ©Copyright Amy Lane, 2012 


Published by 

Dreamspinner Press 

5032 Capital Circle SW 

Ste 2, PMB# 279 

Tallahassee, FL 32305-7886 
http://www.dreamspinnerpress.com/ 


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the 
product of the authors’ imagination or are used fictitiously, and any 
resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, 
or locales is entirely coincidental. 


Cover Art by Paul Richmond _http://www.paulrichmondstudio.com 


This book is licensed to the original purchaser only. Duplication or distribution 
via any means is illegal and a violation of International Copyright Law, subject 
to criminal prosecution and upon conviction, fines, and/or imprisonment. This 
eBook cannot be legally loaned or given to others. No part of this eBook can be 
shared or reproduced without the express permission of the Publisher. To 
request permission and all other inquiries, contact Dreamspinner Press at: 
5032 Capital Circle SW, Ste 2, PMB# 279, Tallahassee, FL 32305-7886, USA. 
http://www.dreamspinnerpress.com/ 


Released in the United States of America 
December 2012 


eBook Edition 
eBook ISBN: 978-1-62380-215-8 


